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Virgil, No
Monique Wittig
Monique Wittig is a writer whose name is among those 
fundamental three or four most frequently invoked in any 
discussion of I’Ecriture Feminine, a late 20th century feminist 
theory which, to perhaps define reductively, rebels against the 
patrimonial heritage of language by "writing out the body 
f e m i n i n e W i t t i g ’s works go beyond theoretical high jinks to 
imagine the world of woman-identified women, rewriting 
traditional culture and the meanings it imputes to the word 
woman. In her latest novel, title Across the Acheron, Wittig 
remaps the journey made by Dante in The Divine Comedy, 
turning it on end to bring it into line with a woman’s vision of 
the territories of the spirit. Heaven, hell, and the limbo of 
purgatory cycle wildly through each other and contain lost 
souls whose natures are predicated on a redefinition of sin. 
Wittig, who one might liken to an avenging Michael, is lead 
beyond angry outrage by her very unVirgilian guide to greater 
understanding and compassion as she winds her way through 
a virtual compendium of both victims and victimizers as well 
as whole and strong, woman-defined "angels." The following 
selections appear as edited and revised by Monique Wittig 
and have been excerpted from Across the Acheron (translated 
by David Le Vay), published in English by Peter Owen Ltd., 
London: 1987. (Distributed in the U.S. by Dufour Editions: 
Chester Springs, PA.)
-ed itors
I Overture
The grounds are devoid of ornamentation. The sand 
passes in fine, hard blades over the beaten surfaces. 
Manastabal, the one who calls herself my guide, walks ahead 
of me. Fortunately one doesn’t have to wear tunics for this 
journey, which is both sacred and profane, for they would be 
instantly torn off by the wind. Instead, the dress and gait of
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Manastabal, my guide, are somehow familiar. Her billowing 
shirt flaps round her chest and arms. The wind flattens her 
hair against her skull, revealing its shape. She has her 
hands in the pockets of her jeans and walks as in a silent 
film. When she turns towards me I can see from her lips that 
she is making a whistling sound, but I can’t hear it. The 
sling of my rifle presses on the base of my neck and in the 
hollow of my shoulder-blades. The course we are following 
does not allow me to determine whether we are taking a 
definite direction. The space is flat, flat enough to reveal the 
circularity of the planet on the horizon. So one seems to be 
walking at the exact middle of the earth. In fact one follows 
the route which must be taken to arrive in Hell, since it is 
there that Manastabal, my guide, says she is taking me. As 
the wind persists and quickens one walks more slowly, 
leaning with every muscle against the expanse of air, only too 
glad not to have our limbs torn off. I open my mouth to ask 
if one still has a long way to go; the blast rushes into it, 
preventing any sound. At last, forcing the pace, I manage to 
catch up with Manastabal, my guide, and place an arm round 
her shoulders. Then one stops and looks at the other, face 
to face. One’s features are distorted by the pressure of the 
air, and as one’s lips curl back over one’s gums they form no 
smile. What is she waiting for? Is she going to take me on 
her shoulder to get me to make the crossing? But what 
crossing? There’s no river here. There’s no sea.
II Dialogue
(There’s nothing where one is going, Wittig, at least nothing 
you don’t know already. One is certainly entering another 
world, as you imagine, but the sun shines on it just as it 
shines on the world one is leaving. Sighs, cries of pain, 
anguish, terror and uncertainty are uttered there, and you’d 
need vast ingenuity to describe them as heroic. The lost 
souls you are about to meet are alive, despite their fervent 
wish to be dead. They are anonymous, and I challenge you 
to find any quality about them that clothes them in glory. In 
their case the horror and irremissibility of suffering are not
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caused by the ignominy of their deeds. I’m taking you to 
see what can be seen anywhere in broad daylight.)
At these words all the conjoined circles of Hell open and 
from the abyss rise only a glaucous light and groans so 
horrible that I daren’t think about their nature. My knees give 
way at once and I say:
(If it’s like this, there’s no point in going any farther.)
The desert sand flattens out into scythe-blades, forming 
and fading into continuous, regular waves. I struggle against 
the wind to keep my balance as Manastabal, my guide, utters 
these words:
(If I understand you correctly, Wittig, fear affects you like a 
blow on the head and fills you with cowardice. Do you think 
you can draw back from this vital journey? Understand that I 
am with you here at the command of her who awaits you in 
Paradise and grieves to see you so poorly prepared for Hell. 
Here is the object she gave me as a pledge.)
I recognize the flask of ether that the one who is my 
Providence gave me in the past as a remedy in certain 
extreme situations. She is sending me the same object now 
as she commits me to go forward and meet her at the end of 
the road. Her words, as Manastabal, my guide, transmits 
them to me, crack like rifle-shots against the expanse of air, 
humming round my ears, galvanizing my muscles. So if I 
have to, then, I shall go to the farthest end of Hell, and on 
the other side, among the angels, I shall meet again the one 
whose loving deeds have given me the taste of Paradise. So 
I say to Manastabal, my guide:
(Guide me, I’ll do my best to follow you. Come rain or wind, 
snow or hail, thunder or stifling heat, I shall go. You won’t 
have to carry me on your back, as is traditional with this type 
of crossing. On the contrary, I could even carry you a little if 
necessary.)
At these words Manastabal, my guide, utters a laugh that 
grates unpleasantly on my nerves. Could one be in Hell 
already? But no, I see only dust and whirling eddies of wind 
around me.
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Ill The Eagle
I raise my rifle for practice. I see no possible target, 
unless I take as such the enormous roll of sand approaching 
from the horizon, pushing in front of it piles of dry branches, 
which are also rolled into the shape of enormous balls of 
wool. Not only is the target too distant, it moves too quickly 
for me to plan any line of fire. That is why I practice the 
rapid handling of the weapon, grasping it with one hand, 
releasing the magazine with the other, reloading, aiming, 
pressing the trigger, firing at random in the direction of the 
ochre cloud, suddenly ceasing to fire lest the wind beats the 
bullet back into my face. A desert eagle descends, circling 
above my head. It does not seem to be prevented from 
flying by the whirling gusts of wind that blow from opposite 
directions and buffet each other. Its flight is even and 
powerful, as is proper for an eagle. The appearance of the 
eagle is all the more welcome, since I feel I have not seen a 
living creature for centuries. Manastabal, my guide, does not 
return. To look in the direction where she departed I glance 
away from the eagle, which seizes the opportunity to sweep 
down to the level of my face and prepare to attack me. As it 
is now so close to me, it is too late to level my rifle and take 
aim. So I content myself with firing into the air to scare the 
eagle away. Instead it becomes enraged and hurls itself at 
me, wings outspread, talons outstretched, beak open, saying: 
(Cut out this stupid nonsense with your gun and your bullets, 
or I’ll claw your face so deeply that not one of your lovers will 
recognize you again.)
I should like to ask it some questions, but instead I strike 
it on the body with my rifle-butt as hard as I can. The blow 
renders a hollow, metallic sound. The eagle falls to the 
ground with a clanking noise, its wings agitated by 
mechanical jerks, while the jammed automaton voice slowly 
repeats the same phrases:
(Whether you like it or not, Wittig, slavery has a hoarse voice. 
Here, you can laugh. Don’t aim too bloody high, you 
wretched creature. Dust you were born and to dust you will 
return.)
The voice sticks in a screech as I kick the eagle over and
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over again and cry:
(Shut up, you drivelling old mutterer. A rolling stone gathers 
no moss and silence is golden.)
The robot lies at my feet, broken up, buried in the 
ground by its fall and my kicks, and already half covered 
under the scythe-blades of the rising sands that constantly 
sweep over the flat surface of the desert.
XXVII The Shooting-galleries
Instead of houses there are fairground booths, which are 
all shooting-galleries. The lost souls from each house are 
represented there and exposed as targets, naked to the 
waist. I see them from a distance as I make my way down 
the main avenue, with Manastabal, my guide. My vision, 
blurred by anger and pain, shows me at first only the fixed 
smiles and postures of mannequins. As I come a little closer, 
however, the goose-flesh, the moles, even the pimples 
exhibited there convince me that these are not mere images 
but people in the flesh. And when at last I see what my 
eyes, fixed until now at the level of their smiles, have refused 
to see, it would take little to make them start from their orbits. 
The lost souls have their thoracic cages opened, their sawn 
ribs exposing the heart, for it is at this beating organ itself 
that the patrons of the shooting-galleries fire. The women 
stand without flinching, supported on one leg with one knee 
bent, and they are hardly shaken when a bullet, an arrow or 
a knife perforates their thorax. On some of the faces the 
smile is in process of slowly giving way to a grimace, while 
the number of perforations gradually transforms them into 
madonnas of the seven dolours. Nevertheless they hardly 
bend their legs and retain their pose, while their arms and 
hands are not held in front to protect their torsoes but hang 
down by their sides. I wager they will even have the good 
grace to remain standing like this, overwhelmed but retaining 
a half-smile in their grimaces of suffering, even after they are 
dead. Before Manastabal, my guide, has time to restrain me,
I rush towards the first booth within reach. I have only my 
rifle and can’t fire into the crowd. So I strike out with the
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butt right and left, ridding myself of all those obstructing free 
approach to the shooting-gallery. I leap over the counter 
without letting the appeals of Manastabal, my guide, stop me. 
But, once there, I no longer know what to do. It seems that 
the lost souls have been waiting for me to relax their fixed 
attitudes, for they all fall into my arms at once, most with the 
death-rattle in their throats. When Manastabal, my guide, at 
last rejoins me I attempt to free my right and left arms at the 
same time while pulling the lost souls to their feet.
Manastabal, my guide, cries:
(You can’t do any more for them, you can see plainly that 
they’re dead or dying. But you’re going to get us killed, 
you’re so impetuous.)
And indeed the patrons of the shooting-gallery, except for 
those who’ve had their skulls split open by my rifle-butt, 
furious at having been deprived of their targets, believing 
they are being robbed of them, prepare with the aid of the 
customers at the nearby stands to charge the counter.
We’re standing behind it in the midst of the dead and dying. 
Never, since I’ve been coming and going in Hell with 
Manastabal, my guide, have we found ourselves in such a 
pass. I ask her to forgive me, and am preparing myself to 
face up to them when Manastabal, my guide, manages to 
make flight possible by bluffing the enemy. They believe, in 
fact, that we’re entrenched behind the lost souls, some of 
whom have not fallen over and are still half upright, while 
others have collapsed into a heap. Then, concealed by the 
canvas at the back of the booth, we manage to get away 
through an interstice, with no one the wiser. Only later, when 
we have covered a good distance from the fairground, does 
Manastabal, my guide, say:
(My goodness, if it weren’t for me, you’d have taken on a 
hundred of them single-handed. Don’t you realize the value 
of flight on certain occasions?)
And when I ask her whether one shall often have to run 
away during an operation, she says:
(Yes, of course, every time one rushes into the wrong 
maneuver.)
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XIII Limbo 2
Manastabal, my guide, says:
(You may have left Hell, Wittig, you haven’t yet reached 
Paradise, far from it. For here this is Limbo, that is to say an 
intermediate zone which resembles both Hell and Paradise.
It’s a good thing this place exists, however limited it is, but 
there’s all the more competition to enter it, and hunger reigns 
here. So those who live here are not angels but franchises 
who pay for their liberty by starving. This will explain why 
their mood might be affected and why they might kill each 
other in their exasperation and impotence. All the same 
they’re very courageous and even full of endurance, too, 
when they have no choice apart from living like bandits.)
I say, interrupting her:
(Manastabal, my guide, say no more about them. It’s for me 
to sing their praises and to say that since they possess 
beauty of gesture and physique as well as strength, they lack 
nothing that can prevent them from becoming angels in 
Paradise, if such an opportunity comes about. Ah, 
Manastabal, my guide, as you know, there are all kinds of 
them, and some are most remarkable. There are some who 
go about with shaven heads and the threats they offer are 
engraved on their foreheads. There are some whose 
shoulders are girded in black leather, they go about with 
knives in their sleeves. There are some who wear garments 
studded with nails and have sharp blades in the toes of their 
boots. There are the mafiosi in their dark suits, with revolvers 
in their shoulder-belts.)
But that’s not all, for Manastabal, my guide, does 
not share my enthusiasm and is even silent. At last she 
says:
(You talk of gestures, clothing, bearing. You celebrate the 
equivocal beauty of the bandits and pride yourself on being 
one of their company. All right. As long as you don’t forget, 
in giving too great a price to forms -and their deployment, 
what made them necessary: the cruelty of a world that 
compels crime. People arm themselves carefully, they arm 
their lovers, their friends. They hope to see the local 
tobacconist pass by alone at the edge of a wood after
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sunset, with the day’s takings, then they can rob him. Ah, 
Wittig, all this is guerilla warfare. What can we gain from it 
when it’s the whole world we have to repossess?)
And I:
(Our daily bread of course, Manastabal, my guide.)
And I wonder if Manastabal, my guide, has some large- 
scale plan for the conquest of the world. But as she speaks 
to me of Hell and the conveyers who are stationed there to 
carry out rescues one by one, I can’t help being impatient 
with the slowness of the proceedings and pointing out that at 
this rate we shall still be here in a hundred years.
VI Paradise I
My sovereign beauty, my sovereign good! You must take 
on human shape then, so that suddenly you won’t seem so 
unreal. For me it’s a mystery as unfathomable as the 
mystery of the incarnation in my native religion. And as 
Manastabal, my guide, approaches I can’t refrain from calling 
out to her:
(Tell me, Manastabal, my guide, since when have the angels 
had sexes? I’ve always been told that they hadn’t any. Even 
from here I can clearly make out their vulvas, though no one 
taught me to do so when I was young and later they tried to 
make me believe they were invisible.)
And as I began to shout (it’s a miracle, Manastabal, my 
guide), a string of dykes appeared, naked on their motor 
cycles, their skin gleaming black or golden, and one after the 
other they rode over the hill, disappearing into a flowering 
bush. I felt impelled to say to them:
(Take care, there’s no rose without a thorn!)
And for the first time during this journey I heard 
Manastabal, my guide, laugh. Then I knew that one is in 
Paradise. The air here is as rough as the skin of a peach 
and the sky is acid against the ridges of the hills. The mere 
deliverance from the incessant wind of Hell is a relief in itself. 
But then I must mention the texture of the air in this blessed 
place, where every kind of breeze blows in free succession, 
resting against the inside of the ears like warm cotton wool,
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and also its smell, which renders one’s limbs elastic, supple 
and relaxed.
Then I ask:
(Manastabal, my guide, do you think I should be able to fly?)
And she, my guide, with Paradise becoming her, says: 
(Nobody becomes an angel at this point.)
But I myself feel so light that I close my eyes for fear of 
discovering that this is only dream, for even when I was a 
small, ignorant child I never knew such well-being. I hope it 
will last for ever, as it should in such a place. Then 
Manastabal, my guide, says:
(Make no mistake, Wittig, this is only a respite. Don’t forget 
one must soon return to Hell.)
If pain existed in this place I would willingly break myself 
into little pieces. I say:
(Since I’ve forgotten everything, Manastabal, my guide, tell 
me how one landed here?)
Manastabal, my guide, remains silent for a while. I look 
at her streaming hair. At last she says:
(Using your language one might say it was through 
compassion. But, as you know, that’s a word which has lost 
all its meaning. You must see for yourself how it is.)
And I:
(Ah, Manastabal, my guide, I see I’m not mistaken. It’s the 
mystery of the Incarnation. But I beg you, tell me more.)
Manastabal, my guide, normally static in appearance, has 
relaxed limbs and lively muscles. I have difficulty in attracting 
her attention. Quite suddenly she says:
(One will have to find words to describe this place, lest 
everything you see suddenly disappears.)
And I, amazed:
(Do you mean this is not real?)
She says:
(Look around you, weigh the air that touched you, breathe in 
the wind, fill your eyes with the shapes, masses and colours. 
What word comes into your mind?)
And I, pitifully enough:
(Beauty.)
Her laughter pounces like the casting of a bird to earth 
and she says:
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(We won’t have it for long. Furl the sails, Wittig. Hell is 
near.)
I throw myself against a young mimosa bush, which is 
one of the most tender plants in the world, and, clinging to 
its branches, burying my nose in its flowers, I say:
(Look, nothing loses its physical qualities. As the air softens, 
it only adds to our comfort. Even the words are made flesh.)
Manastabal, my guide, stops laughing and, if it were not 
inconceivable in such a place, I would swear I see tears in 
her eyes. She says:
(Spare us, Wittig. Especially as to the mystery of the 
Incarnation and the word made flesh, for there is still far to 
9 0 .)
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Godmother’s Advice
Sweetheart, the world
and everything in it
and the backward spinning forward
while the chips fall and the blue fruit
consumes us: All
will be later and nothing, too,
where the branches blacken the trees
like winter and winter then suddenly spring:
The men will be angry, and 
the blood clots, and 
the gallstones
but don’t cry: Listen 
to the hum and the drum for omens- 
for everything happens when we 
are just about to relax, and the pigs 
are snoring swinely in their pails:
Try to stay alive until you die.
Some night you will find yourself soon 
singing in your car
on a street too far from where you live 
and the radio on, and your eyes are tired:
Suddenly the street is a river of ice
and you are spinning in both lanes and learning
these simple laws of physics:
All the trees grow in the path of the wind 
for a reason, and a billiard ball will roll
at the exact speed of the ball
that hits it from behind: The click
and spin of balls in the dark
and a truck whirls to you like a scream
and the windshield will kiss you
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and laughter, and clapping. Remember: 
The world is vulgar and everything in it: 
The sweet of the melon 
and the meat pie steam of being alive. 
You will be crying
for just a bit more of that: The clock
will rant in the waiting room
while the pallbearer stumbles in his shoes
and you will be stunned
and stillborn into the street.
Laura Kasischke
Where There Is To Get To
- fo r  R.W.
Tell me a secret, he said, and I thought
to lie, to rescue my dead, or at least
resurrect the beast still breeding nightmares
in my insomniac sleep. I’ll say
because it was late, because I was drunk,
his tap on my elbow unhinged and startled me.
I told the truth about the night I’ve lied 
to myself about. "I was young" is the usual 
bleat of this beginning, but I wasn’t.
And the man was beautiful, black-haired, 
hardly in need of buying what he could 
have had of me with the right touch of his neat, 
blunt hands. Between us, we made a whore 
of me, set me free in a way I could not 
have been without the abandon of cash money 
on the bedside table.
That’s the secret I told ten years later 
to a man I didn’t know, though I trusted 
him for his words-living and dying, 
as he advised, in what I had left.
Mary Vanek
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More Workingman’s Blues
Will Getelman
I used to waste a lot of time. I mean I wasted time for a 
living. It was a profession with me. I ran the welfare gigolo 
circuit, providing my services during the winter months, to 
unloved welfare mothers. (They do well, those welfare 
mothers. Make enough to have a live-in service person, as 
well as stay high all the time. Every five years or so, they 
need to get pregnant to keep from being canned by their 
employer, the Federal Government. The government insists 
that their poor single women have babies between the ages 
of zero and six, or else go out and get another job. A tough 
boss, Uncle Sam.) So in other words, in the winter I 
subcontracted for services, on a local level, from an official 
government contractor.
The welfare mother is a tough boss, too. She looks 
down on us poor gigolo’s, because we work for her, because 
we’re "just the help." We’re scabs, no union to back us like 
the American Civil Liberties Union backs the mothers. We 
can be ejected unceremoniously from our duties, another 
scab in our place by next day, and freeze to death unnoticed 
in a boxcar off Railroad Street.
I kept working for my welfare mother after the winter was 
over, simply because we worked rather well together. She 
was a pretty sweet kid, for a government statistic. Say, why 
do you suppose the government wants to have paid, 
unionized, official poor, anyway. And only official mothers. 
Uncle Sam don’t want any official fathers. Just uses scabs.
I guess these things are for the management to decide, 
rather than the government poor themselves. It’s like 
somebody said, "Yours is not to reason why. Yours is but to 
do or die!"
Well I’ll tell you, I’d had about a bellyful of it, and that’s 
for sure! So I went out and got me "The Toughest Job I’ve 
Ever Had."
I wasn’t about to have this fine woman, my boss, and 
yes, I even called her my friend; wasn’t about to sanction her 
playing handmaid to the lords of democracy like that. When
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spring turned my fancy, I fancied a nice outdoor job making 
some real money, more than minimum wage in fact. I 
wanted to show this woman how the other half lives. I 
wanted to show her I wasn’t just a human animal, a greasy 
monster out of control and run amok through her life, taking 
her like a desperado, scaring her and delighting her at the 
same time. Wasn’t just her muscle on dope deals. I wanted 
to be her equal professionally and culturally, so that I, as a 
gigolo, could come out of the closet, look at my roots with 
pride, slap her five, and say, "Hey, baby, gigolo is beautiful."
I can see now looking back on it how threatened she 
must have felt, with me carrying around my own real live 
money. I didn’t need her damn subcontract anymore. I had 
my hand in the private sector. I was just hanging around out 
of the pure goodness of my heart. I was chomping at my 
bit, and there was nobody’s hands on the reins. She must 
have felt that she’d be bucked and left in the dust by the 
bronc too wild to ride. She didn’t like my having the job one 
little bit.
I hunted for my job in the time honored way: hanging 
around in a workingman’s bar at happy hour, getting soused 
and getting leads from guys who ought to know, guys on the 
cutting edge of the job scene, gainfully employed alcoholics.
It fell out like this. I was having a drink, and I was 
approached by an acquaintance of mine, a guy by the name 
of "Ireland." He established heavy eye contact with me right 
away and let me know by certain things he did with his 
eyebrows, that what he had to say to me was very heavy, 
that he had a deal for me; we’d both be very wealthy men, if 
we had the guts, if we had the fortitude. He looked at me 
like he was a guy’s sergeant from back in Vietnam, from the 
elite killer unit that the CIA denies all knowledge of; that 
never appeared on the CBS News. He’s scouring the bars 
and honky tonks, that seethe with the seedy, to round up the 
old unit for one more mission, if we -still had the guts for the 
wetwork; if we weren’t the "over the hill gang."
That’s the way old Ireland was coming on, and he hadn’t 
said a word yet. What was this mission? I knew instinctively 
that it would be somehow unpleasant, that I certainly wouldn’t
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enjoy this mission. I wanted out already, but I was trapped, 
trapped like an insect by his staring, accusing, challenging 
eyes with their exclamation point eyebrows.
"Howdy. Heard you was lookin’ for a job."
"Why Ireland, good to see you, bud. Yeah, I am on the 
lookout for a job, now that you mention it."
I could see he was going to enjoy, to savor, this moment. 
I knew in my guts that he was about to offer me "The Worst 
Job I Had Ever Had!"
It was, too. The deal was, that we had to be out to the 
railroad salvage company, with bag lunches and appropriate 
apparel for survival, at 6:30 A.M. next morning. We had to 
wait in the pre-dawn chill with the other jobless, sorry, mean- 
looking, under-loved applicants, hoping to get called onto the 
crew by reason of the unexplained disappearance of some 
guy who had had the job -up  to here-and had failed to show 
up this morning.
Long about seven, a very angry-looking Mormon burst 
out the door of the trailer we jobless were huddled around 
like stand-ins at the filming of a Dickens story. He looked us 
all over, looked us up and down, remaining just plain pissed 
the whole time, and picked out of the slovenly crowd, me 
and Ireland. I felt the butterflies going insane in the pit of my 
stomach. I knew the mission was mine; knew it was going to 
be no picnic, despite the sack lunches; knew that if a guy 
missed one day, his job was gone. The Mormon had picked 
us because we had work gloves and sack lunches, not 
because of the lies we told him about our railroading 
experience. He needed alcoholic beasts of burden who 
would spend their meager wages right away on drink and 
would desperately cling to the job so they could stand tall 
down at the honky tonks, with their very own money. He 
could see right clean through Ireland and me. We followed 
him like subservient Negroes to the toolshed, where we filled 
out our W-2’s. We were on!
We were loaded into the back of an industrial-sized dump 
truck with other gainfully employed winos, with our picks, 
bars, and other assorted tools of the trade. Then came a 
fifty mile ride through the dawn-wind-chill notwithstanding-to
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our work site near Drummond. Ireland and I had gotten 
ourselves onto a crew that nobody stays on for long. They 
either get on another crew, or they go away some evening, 
get drunk and never come back. Our first experience was 
"pickin’ spikes." We were handed black plastic buckets (I’d 
been wondering what those buckets were for, all the way 
out), and we shuffled after the more experienced denizens of 
the gulag to the roadbed. The day was warming up nicely 
by now. Getting darned warm, in fact.
It seems that another crew had been there before us, 
and had pulled all the spikes loose from the railroad ties 
using a "spike-pulling machine." It was left for us to pick up 
the loose spikes, every last one of them, bar none, and trot 
with them, bucket after bucket, to the moving dumptruck. 
Some lucky soul who got to be in the bed of the truck that 
morning would pull the weighty bucket off our rust dusted 
shoulders and onto the truck by grabbing the metal handle 
as we each trotted up. He’d dump the bucket of spikes, toss 
back the empty bucket, and it was off again for another load 
of spikes. This went on mile after mile, hour after hour, 
degree fahrenheit after degree centigrade, uphill and 
downhill, as if we were so many John Henry’s, but working 
for the Indians instead of Whitemen, taking the railroad away 
instead of building it. We left in our wake the total undoing 
of what all the John Henry’s had so furiously done. I had to 
chuckle about this as I picked those spikes. No one could 
see me chuckling, because I was hunched over, bent over 
those spikes, looking for every last one of them, bar none. If 
a guy was to stand up straight, to adjust his spinal column 
for a moment, he would attract the attention of the boss.
And that was not a good thing to do. There were plenty of 
folks back at the trailer hoping a guy would try to straighten 
out his back, or get a drink of water from the truck, so they 
could have his job. I needed this job. I needed to outlast 
Ireland, at least, before I hit the road running. I had to show 
I could do more of a real man’s work than that overstuffed 
Irishman. Besides, I needed the money for drinks, as well as 
for the little woman. Yes, and I needed to be independent of 
her. I stayed hunched, and picked those spikes.
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I began to notice one little emaciated guy who seemed to 
be playing a game with me, trying to show me what a real 
spike picker could work like; running circles around me, the 
newcomer, who wouldn’t know how to pick a spike if his 
mother was trapped underneath it. I didn’t like his sweaty 
insinuations any more than I liked the escalating heat, which 
began to shimmer off the creosote roadbed, immersing us 
spike pickers in a mirage of misery. I figured I’d better show 
him who he was up against, work him into a malleable form. 
He was a card that had to be dealt with. I picked up my 
pace and began really running, not just trotting, with my 
buckets of spikes. I experimented with different styles of 
picking up the spikes, looking for the most efficient system. I 
noticed the wimp was also picking up his pace, not about to 
just roll over and play dead. As the two of us began to 
overtake other men in the work gang and make them look 
like laggards, they in turn were forced to pick up the pace, in 
order to keep their jobs. Soon the entire work crew was just 
cooking down those tracks. Cooking is the right word! The 
heat was waxing intolerable as the sun raged toward 
midheaven. The driver of the truck could spot what was 
happening right away. He’d seen this one before. This 
meant that he could set a record today, against the drivers of 
the other work crews. He could look good to the Mormons, 
maybe even get more money. He upped the speed of the 
truck to accommodate us, and even tried going faster than 
we needed, to see if we were really going full out or not.
The crew boss wasn’t impressed. He’d seen this 
phenomenon before, too. He continued to make sure 
everyone stayed hunched over, pickin’ those spikes.
By lunchtime, nobody could sit up to eat their sack 
lunches. A couple of guys were puking in the weeds. 
Everyone was hitting the water cooler too hard, a sure 
invitation to mucho sickness later in the dog day afternoon. I 
couldn’t help but notice that the wimp was doing alright, 
sitting up and everything, eating away at his salami like it 
really was a picnic or church social we were out on after all. 
He just didn’t act like a guy who was suffering from heat 
prostration. I sat up and began masticating my lunch, 
striking the pose of a man who was born to pick spikes.
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Ireland lay sprawled in the weeds by my side, changing 
colors like a chameleon, looking none too good for the wear.
"Jesus Christ!" croaked Ireland. "Will you quit the bullshit! 
You and that wimp are killing the whole crew. Haven’t you 
ever heard of dogging the job? Give us a break, will you?"
"Ireland, you see what that little wimp is trying to do? 
When he quits, I’ll quit. He can’t take much more of this.
We can slow down to a crawl when we’ve sent him running 
with his tail between his legs."
"Jesus Christ, man!" moaned Ireland, and he rolled over 
onto his stomach and sweated in the bug-infested weeds.
In the afternoon, the contest continued, by silent consent 
of the wimp, the driver, and me. I had a watch. I knew I 
could pace myself until 4:30 or whatever: piece of cake; and 
I did. Four-thirty rolled around and kept on going; then five 
o’clock.
"Hey, what’s the deal?" I asked one of the crew. "What 
time do you guys quit around here. It ain’t getting any 
earlier."
"Oh, we don’t quit at any particular time, " replied the 
worker. "We just keep pickin’ until we get to a place where 
the railbed crosses a road or somewhere that the truck can 
get off the tracks. There’s one up around the corner, as I 
remember, the old Beavertail Road. Couldn’t be more than a 
third of a mile."
Of course! There’s always a punch line, isn’t there? So 
we worked on through the late afternoon: sweltering, colored 
orange from rust and dust, inhaling creosote through every 
pore. Finally, about 6:30 or so, the driver just shut down the 
diesel and announced, "That’s enough for today. We can 
walk the rest of the way out. There’s a truck parked waiting 
for you guys, up ahead by the bridge. We can walk back in 
the morning."
Thank whatever gods may be! The day was over. But 
we still had to walk out. It turned out to be about a mile 
down the blistering tracks, the trucker setting a murderous 
pace (I guess he needed to stretch his legs, after all that 
sitting in the truck) and the rest of us strung out for a quarter 
mile behind him, dragging our asses along. Ireland was
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dragging more than just his ass. He had a game leg, and 
he dragged it along like it was something he’d found on the 
tracks and wanted to bring back home with him. By the time 
we reached the bridge at Beavertail Road, the day was 
cooling off considerably. It was in fact becoming a little chilly 
as the evening breeze picked up and the sweat dried rapidly 
on our blistered bodies. We piled into the truck bed, jostling 
for spaces near the cab, where the wind would be less 
intense on the trip back to town. Better to have dust 
whipping into your eyes than to deal with that damned wind- 
chill factor.
Well, we got back to town, and we’d made it through the 
first day of our railroad salvage careers. I, for one, never 
intended to make it back for a second day. I thought I’d just 
sleep late and then go to the trailer and try to get an 
advance against the wages owed me. But Ireland was at my 
house the next morning at the scheduled ungodly hour, 
dragging his bad leg and rarin’ to go. No way could I quit 
while that worthless sot still clung to the job. So we headed 
back out to the trailer with our sack lunches, gloves, lip balm, 
and insect repellent-the deep woods kind.
The second day was much like the first, except we 
picked plates instead of spikes. Plates are the metal 
stabilizers used to hold the rails in place. I could’ve loaded 
plates standing on my head, if they hadn’t kept raising the 
truck body higher and higher off the ground the hotter it got. 
By noon, the truck body was a full thirty or thirty-five feet off 
the ground. By the time we’d finished lunch, however, it 
seemed they’d lowered the body back down somewhat. It 
was slightly easier to get those plates over the edge and into 
the box.
One good thing happened that day, though. The wimp 
and I were very careful to work at a human pace, and didn’t 
try to work each other under the table. We became amigos 
over the next eight or ten weeks, me and that wimp. We 
mutually respected each other as "’spike-pickers’ spike 
pickers." We watched the winos come and go. We three 
amigos remained: Ireland, the Wimp, and yours truly. We 
were vets. Nobody could pick steel faster than the three 
amigos. We thought we were in pretty good shape, that’s for
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sure, until the football team came to work.
Not the whole football team, just the bad ones: The 
ones the coach thought would get into trouble over the 
summer if he didn’t keep them really busy. The coach 
thought this spike-pickin’ might just help keep the boys trim 
and in shape. He was right as rain there. Mostly linemen, 
hulking collegiates who sniggered when they saw the steel. 
Linemen and heavy steel weights are like Brer’ Rabbit and 
the briar patch. "Oh, please, coach, please don’t throw me 
onto that steel-pickin’ gang! Teehee."
It wasn’t all linemen, though; there were a couple of wide 
receivers, even an assistant coach. You could tell the wide 
receivers were a little quicker than the linemen, at least on 
the uptake, because they were the ones that always seemed 
to have the smoking dope-especially Black Malcolm.
Black Malcolm laughed and smirked his way through the 
miserable day on black hashish. The big dumb linemen saw 
how easy it was for Black Malcolm, how his time was such a 
pure joy to him. Before long, Black Malcolm was fading out 
into the flat about once an hour, with the linemen blocking 
out the reality around him; circled about him like a herd of 
muskoxen, fiercely loyal. The Mormons, it seemed, were 
forbidden to fire the football team. The whole damn crew, 
even the assistant coach, stayed stoned as they did their 
new routines. They hallucinated themselves as pros. They 
thought they could smell the Hall of Fame, and almost taste 
the Pro-Bowl.
Ireland refused to partake. You won’t find true alcoholics 
or true drug addicts smoking very much dope. Smoking 
dope takes the wrong direction for the ones who take the 
"I’ve got to forget" drugs. Makes them more aware of their 
surroundings, rather than totally oblivious, and who needs 
that? Ireland stuck with codeine. He claimed codeine was 
like speed for him, that he couldn’t make it through a day 
without codeine. Well, that I could believe. The trouble with 
the codeine was that it seemed that Ireland couldn’t make it 
through a day with codeine any better than he might have 
been able to without it. We started to lose Ireland to the
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codeine, the heat, and his body. Ireland’s spirit began to 
drift away from us, even before he physically began to. It 
was his bowels, you see.
Ireland would make the circuit at coffee break, talking 
each of us out of a scrap of paper bag from our sack 
lunches, or even a candy wrapper or corncob (candy 
wrappers were far more plentiful than corncobs). Then, soon 
after the crew was back to work, Ireland would fade out of 
the rhythm of the gang, off the grade and into the weeds. 
There he would wrestle with his bowels for a full fifteen 
rounds. We’d all forget about him until maybe twelve, maybe 
fifteen rounds later, there he’d be slogging up the grade, 
dragging his game leg like a sack of spikes, up to 3/4 of a 
mile to our rearward. Ireland could walk powerfully slow after 
a bowel attack, and a record-hunting driver could lead a 
gang along fretfully fast, so Ireland’s absences could be 
measured in miles.
One day just as he’d finally caught up to us, during our 
three o’clock break (having survived another attack), the boss 
came over to have a look at him. The boss just stood there; 
looking, squinting into Ireland’s slightly crossed eyes, 
punctuated as always with questionmark eyebrows, 
ludicrously inappropriate eyebrows. The boss, I believe, was 
waiting for some kind of an explanation.
"God, I’m a little under the weather today. I don’t know 
what to say," said Ireland, buying a few seconds to think.
But the codeine wouldn’t let him think.
"You should see what I did back there!" he exclaimed, 
scrunching up his forehead and grimacing like someone who 
had just witnessed a grisly auto accident. "It looked like a 
melting pile of green popsickles," he said.
Now the boss did look away. He looked off to the side 
of the grade, holding his hand up to his ear like he’d just 
been hit in the side of the head by a rock. He looked as if 
he felt he too would like to take a trip into the weeds, to 
puke maybe. But the boss had encountered so many 
Irelands during his tenure as boss that if he went into the 
weeds and puked every time he encountered another of 
them, he would expire of starvation. He just walked away.
Would it be like a policeman who sees a U.F.O., but
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won’t report it for fear of ridicule by his superiors? Well, I 
hoped so, for Ireland’s sake. But when we got back to the 
trailer that evening, the boss brought him inside and 
graduated him right out of the world of spike-pickers into a 
better world; where it’s said that all the trees and shrubs, and 
especially the weeds, are made of toilet paper.
So I was left alone with the football team and, of course, 
the Wimp. Neither the Wimp nor I wanted to start any more 
contests, not with this football team standing around out 
here. We didn’t feel too much like quasi-John Henry’s 
anymore; not next to these guys. I kept an image of myself 
within my own mind, however. I saw myself now as a kind of 
Charles Bronson hard case. I might not be as big as these 
steroid clones, but I was just as tough in my own sneaking 
deadly way.
And a guy didn’t have to be Charles Bronson to work 
with these guys. They were a real pleasure to work with. 
They worked as a team, pacing themselves, each to the team 
pace. The clinking of the steel into the truck became as 
regular as clockwork, as musical as marimbas, and yes, we 
felt the reggae vibrations caught in the syncopation between 
the thrumming of the diesel engine and the clinking steel.
We felt the Rastaman in the rhythm of our grunted breaths, 
the bass pounding of our ocean hearts. We merged, 
became "One." It was pure pleasure. Back before the team 
came on the job, we used to fight over who was going to be 
in the truck dumping spike buckets that day, or who was 
going to go out ahead of the truck, pulling plates loose from 
the ties with picks. We fought each other tooth and nail 
before the team came, but no more. Now the gravy jobs 
were shared in two hour shifts, equally among us all. Team 
spirit kept us going. We held one another up. We made 
sport of this endeavor. These guys were still just a bunch of 
kids at heart, if men in body. They’d collect rattlesnakes 
during lunch: Ferreting them out from their cool beds under 
the ties, putting them in jars and lunch buckets, to play with 
when they got home. Something to show mom. You know, I 
really reached the point where I enjoyed that job.
I recall how I used to feel, coming home late on a friday,
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after a few cool ones, with my paycheck, earned the hard 
way: The hardest way anyone in these parts could devise-- 
so hard that football coaches used this job to toughen up 
their boys for the big game. I sure felt proud on those friday 
nights. Independent, but that didn’t matter. I was going to 
show the little woman how the other half lived. I was 
bringing home the bacon. I was what they call a provider. I 
felt like a real vet, with the rust and creosote now a 
permanent fixture, a tattoo on both sides of my forehead, and 
my hands rough and bleeding. It didn’t matter that I didn’t 
make much money. I was part of the real world. That 
seemed like enough. That seemed like plenty.
I recall the very last time I brought home a Friday night 
paycheck from the railroad salvage company. I remember 
coming into the house like I was expecting a brass band or a 
ticker-tape parade to promenade across the parlour and jump 
to attention in front of my grandstand. But there was no 
ticker-tape parade. There was no music of any kind-no 
sound of any kind, for that matter. It was as still as a church 
at midnight, as quiet as a tomb. I checked around all over 
the house, but it was vacated. There was nobody home but 
us chickens. Then I spotted a note on the kitchen table, 
scrawled in a welfare mother’s hand: A hand that, if it was 
clapping for me, it was just the sound of one hand clapping. 
The moment was pure Zen.
Dear So-and-so,
All you ever do is work and sleep! Do 
you realize you have not played basketball with my son for 
three weeks. I’m leaving you. I can’t take it anymore. I’m 
going to live with my sister in Sai Pan. Do not try to contact 
me.
Love,
Your Little Osage Rose
Well, that was about all she wrote. You see, I just wasn’t 
the man she had known anymore. I wasn’t the same man
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she had dragged home from a bar he worked in, drank in, 
and slept in (I slept in the basement, you see. So did an 
old-time git-fiddle picker from Helena, and an Irish 
pennywhistle player, late of San Francisco). I was different 
now, and had soured the whole deal. Where was the animal 
who didn’t care jackshit for anything; who drank, fought, and 
cussed his way through each evening just to get to the other 
side, like a chicken crossing the road? Who was this new 
stranger who was gone all day every day, off with that 
Ireland; and who came home so exhausted that he couldn’t 
even perform his duties as a gigolo, much less play 
basketball with anybody. A welfare mother doesn’t want to 
be protected, cared for. She’s already got that. Uncle Sam 
does that for her. She wants somebody who hasn’t got a 
blessed thing to do all day except hang around on the couch 
and smoke dope with her. She sure doesn’t need someone 
who’s out with Ireland all day, and comes home with a paltry 
paycheck she could make in one tenth the time by shop­
lifting. She was gone from me, my little Osage Rose, gone 
from me forever.
So I failed to show up for work the next day. I was so 
hung over by then, I had to be at the bar by 8:00 A.M. to get 
well. Someone else got on that crew. Someone else 
wondered what those black buckets were for as he hunkered 
down amongst his compadres in the back of a speeding 
dumptruck. Someone else got my job, and I damn near 
envy the poor miserable sonofabitch-but not quite.
There I was, a pocket full of money, and as strong as an 
ox. I had time on my hands and a bellyful of blues to digest.
I was free, white and twenty-one. Great God Awmighty, I’s 
free at last; from the toughest sonofabitch of a job I’ve ever 
had.
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Cataracts
They are blaming 
cataracts for your misted 
vision at seventy-three, 
glaucoma for the creeping 
blindness worse at night.
They had given you pills and 
drops to stay the pressure. They 
measure the lens’ thickening 
gristle with expensive instruments.
And they tell you they can improve 
your view with their fine 
knives and needles.
But I know what they do 
not. I and my sisters know though 
we do not speak of it often 
forgetting that we 
know ourselves 
how your sight must have 
crusted long ago 
so despite your good heart you 
looked at the soft 
bodies of your daughters who 
loved you without condition, who 
thought you perfect as our mother 
hadn’t, and mis­
took us for lovers.
Once when I was twelve and alone,
bored in my mother’s room, I
pulled your portrait
free of its silver
frame, its cardboard
backing; then with the pin of a broach
poked out your eyes.
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You are afraid to have this operation. 
They say it will probably work, they 
predict the odds.
They describe the precise 
way they will slice away 
scales,
wanting you to go 
into this with your eyes 
wide open. You are 
afraid, and they say this is 
normal.
They do not know what 
we know.
They think it is 
blindness you fear.
Donna Henderson
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Poets
The dark poets hung on the trees 
by the dozens, dripping an ooze 
like an ooze from an infectious 
vagina, an ooze so soft, so thick, 
there grew mold and humus from it 
and from the mold grew fungus, 
an algae, or maybe it was lichen.
Yes it was
lichen and the lichen grew
fuzzy tops of moss, sprouting tendrils
of thin green sprouting heads
with mouths that sing up into the trees,
into the mouths
of the poets.
Shaun Gant
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The Man Who Talked to Houses
Donley Watt
My name is Lyman Hendry. I’m sixty-one years old and 
my life has come down to realizing this: from the time a boy 
turns thirteen not a day passes that he doesn’t think of sex, 
and when a man reaches sixty not a day passes that he 
doesn’t think of death.
This is not a morbid preoccupation of mine; I don’t turn 
to the obituaries first thing every morning, but I understand 
now why people do. It’s not so much to see if anyone you 
know has kicked the bucket, or to gloat over outlasting some 
poor bastard who dropped over at fifty-two, or feeling off the 
hook when a Friday’s average is eighty-seven and you figure 
that buys you twenty-six years m ore-it’s not that at all, 
although honestly I’ve found myself playing out each of those 
games. No, it’s just trying to figure what this death thing is 
all about, thinking maybe if you can figure that out then life 
won’t be so damned much of a puzzle.
I live alone in a two bedroom house in the middle of a 
three block dead-end street near the downtown section of 
this city. Nothing about the house is out of the ordinary-in 
the twenties this was the suburbs--and for the most part the 
houses for blocks around are simple stucco cottages. Young 
couples move in all starry eyed and start pouring bucks into 
add-ons and slick kitchens and I ask them why bother, you 
could have a new house for the same money. But they just 
laugh. The rooms of the house are small, and in my house 
the tile on the kitchen counter is the same green and white 
as that on the bathroom floor. For me that’s okay, but if 
you’re young just think of all the choices. I’ve lived here on 
this street for two-and-a-half years now, not because I 
particularly like it, but because the rent is right and I’ve lost 
my reasons for moving. I have to live somewhere.
My neighbors have two big dogs, one a shepherd and 
one some shaggy north country mix breed who always looks 
hot and out of place. Through the chain link fence I see 
them scabbing the back yard, restless, digging here, rolling
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roughly there, pulling and shaking apart anything unlucky 
enough to fall within reach. A plastic ball or a rag doll has 
no chance at all. Despite an occasional night of barking I 
can’t complain. I feel safe and don’t have to worry that my 
neighbors will frown about the way I neglect my yard.
I’m alone a lot, most people would think I’m lonely, but I 
come from a string of single child families so don’t mind. It 
is something I’m used to, although for a few years being 
married changed that. I am the only child of parents who 
also were only children and my life followed the same 
pattern, my daughter Jenny being all I have. At thirty-eight 
she is still not a mother and has changed husbands three 
times in an effort, I like to think, to correct this injustice. A 
grandson would be nice, but for Jenny time seems to be 
running out. And although I try not to give it a thought 
anymore, sometimes I’m sad to think of the Hendry’s tailing 
off this way.
For a lot of years Jenny and I lost contact. She was 
eight when her mama and I had our trouble. Doris, who was 
my first and only wife, took Jenny to New Orleans and they 
settled into a life I couldn’t know, and until Jenny reached 
her twenties we were lost to each other. Since then, we got 
together once a few years back for an awkward lunch, 
followed by a cycle of somewhat obligatory Christmas cards. 
Hers with notes looped in a rush of red ink. Mine with a new 
return address each year.
I stayed on the move, following real estate booms from 
place to place. Selling condos in San Diego and L.A., 
pushing developments in Aspen and Santa Fe, on to Denver 
during the oil boom. There, with times being good I put a 
crew together and Hendry Homes moved a few spec houses. 
The building I like, all of it; the design, the excitement when 
you pour the slab, the smell of tar paper and pine resin. The 
selling afterwards I’m good at, but find mostly a nuisance, 
wrangling over financing and carpet colors and garage door 
openers.
When the market dropped I slid out of Denver and across 
to Phoenix and ended up here in Tuscon. When I sold out 
in Phoenix I stuck my little chunk of cash in a long term CD 
and decided that was it. I always tried to shoot straight in
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what can be a crooked business, and fell short a few times,
I’ll admit, but not enough to wake me nights. I can start 
pulling down a little social security check in a year, so I 
figure I’ve pretty well got it made if I watch my pennies.
Real estate’s just another game and I got tired of playing. 
But still I’m drawn to the way houses go up. Some nights I 
drive out north into the foothills and park in the birth of a raw 
subdivision and wander the streets. If no one’s around I talk 
to the houses, yellow skeletons in the night, waiting for 
tomorrow. I shake my head over shortcuts taken, encourage 
the slabs to be solid, the frames to be patient, remind them 
of years still to come. Time enough for all things, I say, 
embarrassed then by the words that come from somewhere 
deep, from my mother or some solemn pulpit I don’t know. 
Then I say it again, this time a little softer, time enough for all 
things, and wonder for a while if saying it aloud makes it any 
less a lie.
Last year Jenny called from Houston and asked would I 
come for a visit. Right away I said sure-l had no reason not 
to -bu t the going was harder than the agreeing to go, and I 
found myself inventing excuses to stay here right up to the 
time I stepped on the plane.
Jenny showed me around Houston, trying to guess what 
I’d like. Most everything had changed, but we downed 
oysters at Captain Benny’s and took in the Astro’s for a 
double header. We talked some, mostly about this and that.
I never asked about her mother, but right up front she said, 
"Mama’s bitter and hard to be around." I didn’t give a damn 
about Doris and hadn’t for years, but Jenny went on in a 
fervent sort of confessional way, like she could mend things if 
they came out in the open. I told her what’s past is history 
and might as well stay buried, but that didn’t slow her. 
Jenny’s big-boned, but graceful, moves like some English 
actress I once saw on TV. Jenny talked and paced the room 
and something came over me that was hard to place. At first 
I thought it was guilt over the divorce and the way I had at 
the time run out on some responsibilities. Then I saw it 
wasn’t that at all, but in the way I was seeing Jenny for the 
first time as a woman no longer young. Little lines threaded 
around her mouth and at the corners of her eyes, and the
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skin under her arms sagged just a little. I felt sad for her 
and for me too, I guess.
She smoked and paced and talked for hours, calling her 
latest ex-husband Mark the Shark, and saying, "No more, 
never again into the jaws of marriage." At that she laughed 
until she staggered from the room, and I heard her off and 
on in the bathroom for the next hour. Later she folded down 
the sofa for herself and gave me her bedroom. I tossed all 
night under lace-ruffled sheets.
On Sunday she took in church, which for her was 
unorthodox eastern of some strange kind. I went along.
There were black men in white robes, from Ethiopia she said,
but they looked fifth ward Houston to me. I sat at the back 
and watched my daughter moving at ease among brass bells 
and incense burners, as serious as the flat-faced saints who 
stared down from the walls. On the way out we filed by the 
Miracle of Blood, peering down through a glass case which 
held a miniature picture of Christ on the cross. A few weeks 
before, according to the local priest, a red resin-like 
substance had appeared, oozing from Christ’s punctured 
side. Even the local papers had covered it for a day or two.
Later, Jenny asked me what I thought of it. I said there are
some things you just can’t explain and she let it go at that. 
But I thought that any god who busied himself with stuff like 
that sure must have run out of tricks, and probably went in 
for macrame, too.
A few months later when Jenny called and invited herself 
out-just for two or three days, she said—it surprised me, but I 
said sure, come on, and in a week or so she did. For a 
couple of days we saw the sights, winding our way to the top 
of Mount Lemmon, wandering half a day through Nogales 
looking at junk and tossing down tequila at Elvira’s. One 
evening we drove out west of town and caught a sunset.
The third day she says, "Daddy, don’t try to entertain me. 
Just do what you always do and I’ll tag along." She has a 
9:07 flight back that night to Houston which gives us all day, 
so I say, "How about the dog races?" So we go for a couple 
of hours. I drink a few beers and lose my $10.00 limit and 
we leave. This is Sunday afternoon and on the way home 
she acts a little miffed, not talking much. When I ask what
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the problem is she says something about missing church that 
day and feeling bad about it. I point out that it was her idea 
to go with me to the races, that she could have found some 
kind of church that would do, that Tucson is full of all kinds 
of churches. She says, "I know, I know." So we drop it.
She’s restless all afternoon, like something is working on 
her. I figure she’s anxious to get back. She flips through 
the Sunday paper once and then again, like she will come 
upon some answer she’s looking for. I clear the table and 
wipe it down. I sit with my checkbook and spread out a 
handful of bills. I pay bills on Sunday.
Jenny tosses the paper aside and I can tell she’s 
watching me, but I don’t look up. Finally she comes over.
I’m stamping envelopes. "Is this all you do?" she asks. "Go 
to the dog races and eat and pay bills? Don’t you have any 
friends or read or go to movies?"
"What’s wrong with that?" I ask. "At least I can pay my 
bills. And what’s wrong with dog races?"
I don’t know what’s happening, why she’s angry, but an 
old, almost forgotten pissed-off sensation creeps back in my 
gut, a hell-catching sort of feeling that takes me back to 
times with her mother. I feel myself begin to bluster up.
"Yeah, Jenny," I say, sweeping my arm over the bills, giving 
them all a little flutter. "I’m afraid that what you see is pretty 
much the way life is. My life, at least, is a whole lot of will 
the water bill be $14.88 or $16.73 and will the phone bill be 
under $30.00. That’s why I go to the dog races. I pay these 
bills to keep everything the same; I pay at the races hoping 
to make things different."
Then she starts in on the dog races like she’d been 
waiting for an opening. She’s going on and I’m trying to 
follow her. She paces the room telling me how she’s figured 
the races out, how the mechanical rabbit’s out in front and 
how the lead dog chases it and how all the other dogs seem 
only to chase the lead dog, as if there isn’t a front-runner 
rabbit there at all. Like it’s all some big joke and the dogs 
know, and are muzzled, not to keep them from barking or 
biting, but to keep them from laughing at all the suckers 
leaning on the rail. "Just one big joke," she says, with a 
shake of her head. I watch her soft scrambled hair move
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from side to side.
Then I look past her and find through the window a 
beam of light, all pink and purple, laced across a tiny piece 
of mountain way off in the distance, squeezed between a roof 
and a tree. Sometimes when I’m alone I sit and stare at that 
slice of mountain for hours. No music, the TV silent. Maybe 
a beer or two. Maybe more.
One minute she’s staring out the window with her back to 
me, and then she turns and like a flash flood racing down a 
rocky gulch her words start flowing and they seem important, 
and I am quiet and still to hear what she is saying.
"Do you remember when I called you from New Orleans, 
when I'was seventeen?"
I don’t remember a thing, but dig around in the past 
trying to orient myself, where I was then, what I was doing.
"You were alone in San Diego," she says, "involved in 
some big project or something. I remember you sounded 
impatient, or important, maybe. Mama was on the extension 
and you made her hang up before you would talk."
"Okay," I say, "now it’s coming back. More than twenty 
years ago, but yeah, it’s coming back."
"What was happening?" she asks. "Tell me what you 
remember."
"You know," I say, "that was the past, it almost seems like 
another life, and you were young. A long time ago."
"Just tell me what you remember," she says. Jenny’s 
pacing again and I want her to get still so I can think, but 
she doesn’t.
"Well," I say, "it seems like you called. It was late, I think, 
and I could tell from the way the phone sounded you-know- 
who was on the extension. So I think I said, ’tell her to get 
off the line or I hang up.’ I may have been angry, but I had 
my reasons, you know."
"That’s okay," Jenny says. "I understand, but that’s not 
the point."
"Well, what the hell is the point," I say. I go to the 
kitchen and get a beer and stand facing her across the 
room.
"Just tell me what happened, what you remember."
"Okay, I say, this is it—in a nutshell. You were in trouble."
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"Pregnant/1 Jenny says. "I was pregnant."
"Okay. You were pregnant. It was some kid who worked 
summers on a shrimper or somewhere, a kid like you."
"He was twenty."
"That’s still a kid in my book."
"Okay, whatever you say. Then what happened?"
"You asked me what you should do. You and your 
mama had had a big fight over it and you asked me what 
you should do."
"And what did you say?"
"I don’t know. I can’t remember exactly. I didn’t want to 
take sides. I think you needed some money and I said I’d 
send it. Something like that."
"Something like that," Jenny says. "Yeah it was 
something like that. You want to know what you said? Do 
you?"
I drank deep from the beer. "Sure. What the hell did I 
say?"
"You said, Jenny, you’re young, there’s plenty of time for 
you to have babies."
"So, what else could I say? I’m not some great big 
daddy in the sky who knows it all. What did you want to 
hear?"
"What did I want to hear. Oh, my God, Daddy. Don’t 
you know anything?" She waits a minute and I think she will 
cry, but she doesn’t, and when she speaks the words are all 
even and spaced out like studs running down a long wall. "I 
wanted to hear you say, ’come to California and have your 
baby and it will be my grandchild and I will love you both 
and take care of you.’ That’s what I wanted to hear. That’s 
all."
I started to say, "That’s not fair," and all the excuses, the 
justifications come to mind. "Your mama had custody, it was 
your life, what about the boy’s responsibility," and on and on. 
But I keep quiet.
Jenny turns back to the window and her shoulders shake 
and then she starts sobbing, softly, quietly at first, then from 
deep within her comes a moan and then another one, louder 
and louder. From across the yard my neighbor’s dogs pick 
up the moans and begin to howl, and soon I hear other dogs
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from across the street and then from all up and down the 
block. Finally it seems the whole world is howling.
While Jenny’s packing I almost call a cab for her. I could 
say my ulcer is acting up or that I can’t drive at night or 
something. But I don’t.
On the way to the airport Jenny acts like nothing at all 
happened. She explains low impact aerobics to me, how it 
can give you "body confidence." She chatters on, losing me 
when glycogen and fats start getting together with oxygen.
When I drop her off she gives me a peck on the cheek, 
and even in the harsh airport glare I can see her face has 
softened, the wrinkles vanished. She glows. Ten years have 
somehow slipped away. I watch while she disappears up an 
escalator.
I drive around a while then, glad to be alone and in a 
different part of the city. I circle the Night Owl Bar, checking 
it out, then stop back out front with the motor idling, trying to 
think. Finally, I pull through the drive-in window of George’s 
Liquor next door for a pint of Old Fitz. I head north and then 
turn east on 22nd. The road is straight and wide and for a 
few minutes I feel an old exuberance, being alone like this on 
a strange road, not knowing where I’ll end up.
I drive easy, letting the city thin out around me. Then up 
ahead I see two giant sahuaros blanketed with strands of 
blinking white Christmas lights. I slow when I see a sign: 
Sahuaro Estates East. At the entrance the two sahuaros 
flank a gleaming asphalt drive and I pull in. Loose gravef 
pings up under my car. A new subdivision, just getting off 
the ground. I know how that feels. On my right a model 
home glows yellow under a guard light. The subdivision is a 
series of cul-de-sacs that spur off the main drive, and in one 
I stop and turn off the engine, hoping to hear nothing, but 
faintly pick up the hum of 1-10 in the background. I sit for a 
while. When the Old Fitz has smoothed the creases from the 
night, I decide to cruise around some more.
Back on the main drive a couple of slabs are poured, pvc 
sticking out of them like periscopes on a submarine. I stop 
and check them out. The slabs are much too close together,
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I think, with all this land stretching forever around. I look 
back west and can’t see the stars for the glow from the city, 
but to the east the sky is filled and bright. Jenny is up there 
somewhere, already over New Mexico. I stare at the sky and 
try to make out where the brightness ends and the dulness, 
the murkiness, begins, try to find some absolute line where 
things become clear. But I can’t. "Goodbye, Jenny," I say, 
then look around to make sure I’m alone.
The slab is rough under my feet. I talk right to it.
"You’re solid, good and solid," I say, "with lots of re-bar. Last 
a long time. What will you do," I ask, "with all that time? with 
a new life? one just beginning? Is it enough to be strong? 
For sure you won’t be running off here and there chasing 
god knows what all."
I laugh and take another shot of bourbon.
"But there’s always the possibility of a new freeway, 
maybe a loop, cutting right through you. Even an 
earthquake. Or a fire, or even a fickle owner. Who can 
say?"
My voice is bolder. I hear it carry out into the dark of the 
desert and no longer care. "Just a crazy old man," I say, 
and laugh again.
I’m quiet for a few minutes and then nothing seems funny 
anymore. I think about dying. What nothing might be like, a 
bright glow, like some people near death have said, or only 
darkness, or maybe no sense of anything at all. For a 
minute I regret I can’t be young again and go back and fix at 
least a few things. And I picture it, being young again, 
twenty-eight or thirty, and the whole world stretching out 
before me. With a new car, maybe, and good looks, and 
highways leading anywhere and everywhere. Seattle this 
time, maybe, or Portland. A boom city anywhere, somewhere 
new.
To the north the Santa Catalinas rise above the desert, 
hovering like a bank of somber clouds. I wander away from 
the road, by the light of the moon picking my way through 
the mesquite and cactus, and stop when I find a little rise 
that overhangs a dry wash. With my heel I make a mark in 
the sand, then step off twenty paces as straight as I can. 
Then another mark and at a right angle measure fifteen
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paces, then back and parallel to the first side twenty paces 
more and mark the sand once again. "Plenty of room for a 
house," I say. I could build one right here and build it right, 
so that it would last. And if Jenny called I would know what 
to do and know the right words to say.
"There’s time enough for this, to build one more house, 
isn’t there?" I hear my words tumble into the desert.
A car has stopped on the road near mine, its lights on. I 
hear a door slam and see a beam cutting into the dark, 
playing across my car then across the slabs. Security patrol.
I know I’ll have to leave.
But first I slip down into the wash and gather an armful of 
stones, as many as I can carry. Then I scramble back up to 
bank and hurry, searching the sand for the marks I’ve made, 
stacking stones for the corners of my house.
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Evening Encounter
-Sacrifice Cliff, above Billings, Montana
I cannot say what 
brought me to this edge
from the distant streets below, where the moon
dimmed by the lights,
tangles in telephone wires. I look down
on the shadowy nighthawks circling
above the smashed Ford Coupe
at the bottom, and envy
those old warriors, the two who rode
their ponies into the air
off this cliff, a last
attempt to appease whatever
was killing their families
with smallpox.
What a clean break, I think. One plunge and all
the world is purged. But when I turn
and meet them, standing again, they seem
to reproach me,
their ribs sticking out like quills.
Pale grey in the glow
of the city below, their mouths gape
as if trying
to explain how the earth 
abandoned their ponies’ hooves, 
and the rocks far below 
grew toward them, 
like scabs from the ground.
Mervin Mecklenburg
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Roadkill at Willowcreek Bridge
I must have been seven the day
a speeding truck bounced
through the flock
and sheep exploded
like dandelions. Entrails
coiled. Blood turned
the highway rust. I walked
between the wooly mounds
listening to the silences
that came painfully between
the breaths. When a ewe kicked
over the edge, slid down
the embankment into the creek and blew
bubbles, her insides
dragging in the sand after, I waded out
and lifted her head: heavy
in my hands,
she taught the need
of letting go until my fingers
failed, and her nostrils
returned to the water.
Exhausted, I rubbed the feeling
into my feet again
and knew there are things
that will never be whole as I looked
at her gut,
looped on the bank beside me 
empty as my mother’s 
pink plastic purse.
Mervin Mecklenburg
Recollections of a Photograph
After working until dark 
with three boys, who were really 
men as big as haystacks, 
the four of us drove
to the ranch, the headlights freezing rabbits
we had to swerve ,
to miss. At the house
in an old photo a man leaned
against the wall. Hard to believe
that he was once as full
of flesh as those boys,
who made the floors creak when they walked.
Nameless, he’d become flat
as the flowers between the pages
of the book pressed
in the couch, and his eyes
were fixed as if by something
that would not swerve.
Mervin Mecklenburg
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Nights of Time
Sam M ichel
"Nights o f Time" is one of fifteen short stories about Harry 
Drake, Sam M iche l’s redoubtable anti-hero, and w ill appear in 
a collection, Under the L ight, forthcom ing from Knopf. While 
Harry’s po in t o f view may be objectionable, it is by no means 
particu lar to either Harry or his class; the sp irit o f the sicties  
seems to have eroded considerably as we enter the nineties.
In this light, the fiction editor hopes the reader w ill see 
beyond 'H arry ’s slurs and aspersions to the insightfu l and  
eloquent unveiling o f a m echanics o f pow er structures and  
desire that are the heart o f Harry’s misadventures.
NFO’s they call them: Niggers from Oakland. Harry 
made them change, the NFO’s. In yellow threaded letters 
stitched against the black vest on his back it was printed: 
CHANGE. Each night he caught a holler on his ear and a 
finger on his shoulder, some colored face or other come up 
to ask it: change. And Harry made it: change. It was his 
job to make it. He paid rent making it. White faces, yellow 
faces, red, brown, and black, Harry made them all, excepting 
the one, change.
She was an NFO, that one expected. With a 
whitewashed row of picket fence teeth and the full moon 
curve of a horsewoman’s rump, she was to Harry’s eye as 
fine a female prospect as a searching person might expect. 
She packaged it fine. She was a fine package. Harry would 
see her, the way she was all dolled up in a sheer slip of 
something clung to the curve of her horsewoman’s rump, 
sliding her package through the midnight tables. The 
blackjack playing eyes of rough men and highbrow alike 
raised up off the cards to see her saunter, their adam’s- 
appled throats swallowed hard above their slack white collars. 
She parted her lips for those men. Harry saw her part the 
full fleshed meat of her lips and show those men that 
whitewashed row of her picket fence teeth.
She had, Harry knew, herself a career going here. She
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did not squander one ounce of her God-hung talents. It was 
the highbrow men Harry saw that looked longer than the 
rough.
But highbrow or not, Harry knew by nights of watching 
while paying out change, that horses, picket fence, and 
white-wash did not play in any way in the world this sister 
lived. This sister, she was an NFO, strictly a Nigger from 
Oakland, and she had by now somehow put Harry smack in 
the pants he would never pick to stand in.
Harry, after all, had heard the talk. He knew the score. 
Harry had heard what passed as fact from the mouths of the 
workers in the employees’ lounge. He heard it from all the 
other change jockeys dressed just like he was dressed. He 
heard it from cocktail waitresses and keno runners. He 
heard it from the dealers. He heard it from the pit boss, 
even.
From every race and every creed it came the same: they 
never tipped, the NFO’s. They were worse than the 
Canadians, that way. And they got drunk, and were rude, 
worse than the Japanese. And, worse than the Mexicans, 
they were crooks-hookers, pimps, and thieves, welfare 
panhandlers come to Reno on the Fun Bus to spend their 
checks and make it big on one lucky shot and no work: 
something, anything, for nothing.
It came the same, just like that. It never changed, and 
Harry guessed he was no different than the rest. No month 
of Sundays passing before he caught himself red-handed on 
a Saturday night wishing the Fun Bus would take out an 
entire load of those NFO’s on a one-way plunge down the 
California side.
Excepting her.
Good God! Good Grief!
How many nights? How many times in any single night 
had he stood waiting among the rows and columns of coin- 
clanging machines, ear-plugged against what he rightly 
pegged as Bizet’s Carmen toreador song singing out winners 
in that machine-bleating video voice? How many times had 
he moved to the edge of the rows and columns to mark her 
face from among the wild-eyed arrivals coming in fresh off 
the Fun Bus? And this: the number of times, too many to
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count, that he had turned his back to the rows and columns 
of women who played those machines-because it was almost 
mostly always women who played the machines, old women, 
mostly, veinated, skinny-wristed, peroxided women, women 
wearing plastic baggies rubber-banded at their skinny wrists 
to cover up their bony hands, this, they would say, on 
account of the filth, on account of the filth, they would say 
and ask Harry did he have any of those new, clean coins; 
could he make them spotless change, these women would 
ask on coming up from behind those countless times, those 
old machine-playing women tapping him square like that 
between the yellow threaded letters to ask it again and again, 
and again to ask-Change? Change please? Can you make 
me change, boy?
Excepting her, who Harry was waiting for. She never 
asked for change. She never played the machines. She 
played the tables, Harry saw, the highbrows at the tables.
If he had a quarter, Harry thought, for every shark-eyed, 
zipper-headed Jap that passed in through those double 
doors; if he had a dime for every tight-assed Canadian hyuk- 
hyuk-hyukking his flat-footed way to the two-dollar tables; if 
he had even a lousy wooden nickel for every l-gots-the-fever 
shrieking NFO blowing off that fucking Fun Bus-if somebody, 
anybody, could spot him a stake, get Harry into the kind of 
game he knew she liked, he would take her: rump, teeth, and 
lips; breasts, legs, and belly—he would take her, every pound 
and inch of her, up to one of the highbrow rooms above. 
Hook, line, and sinker Harry would take her all the way down.
Not only for that. There was that for sure, that what 
Harry saw was always moving just below the surface, a 
skin’s-width beneath the clinging slip of something she would 
always wear-something white, something red, something gold 
and precious seeming-and the jewelried parts, too, the glint- 
and-glitter rings slid down onto her fingers, the great dangled 
hoops pierced into her ears, and the stacked silver bracelets 
running up her fine-boned wrists, the pearl strand of necklace 
hung down to meet her breast-that, sure, yes, but more.
Harry had seen what more. Standing at his cash box 
while stocking up his change, Harry could see the part of her 
he knew she would never knowingly show. He would see
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her there, in the corner, where the light was dim and the 
ceiling was low, her sitting there so still. Harry would watch, 
take his time changing bills back into coins, and he could 
see the way that nothing of her moved now; could see the 
way that nothing of her glinted, nothing even curved. He 
could see the strange, flat, rounding out of her as she sat 
heel-hooked on that stool.
Harry would stock his belt then, with the big silver-dollars, 
the quarters, dimes, and nickels, feeling the weight of change 
there growing on hi? waist. He would shut the box, lock the 
lock, and see her press her fingers to the low place, the 
place some way lower than a man’s, that a woman calls her 
belly. She would press-glintless rings on her curveless 
dress-her eyes then shutting closed, her lips then parting 
open, and she would slowly, oddly, begin to rock.
Harry watched her on the nights she came and sat and 
rocked like that, and he would move nearer to her, away 
from his box, away from the machines and the clang of the 
coins, and he would take out those rubber lugs that plugged 
his ears, and listen-straining to hear the song she rocked to. 
And he would hear it, sometimes: The low moaning sound 
that began in the belly where she pressed. A sound not 
made to sell, Harry guessed, but a sound already bought 
and paid for: the after sound, the during sound. The sound 
he figured the highbrows heard in the highbrow rooms so 
high above. Sounds sometimes he, Harry, would hear, 
coming up from so far deep inside her, then out right 
between her teeth-before the old machine-playing women 
would come back on to him, high-pitched and hollering for 
change, tapping his back, tugging his sleeve, asking for 
coins for cash.
"Quarters!" one might say. "Got a hot one that’s fixin’ to 
bust. Oh, I know it, all right. You better believe. I feel it 
way down here. It’s a gut thing with me. Give us quarters 
and we’ll show you. Fixin’ to bust, that one is."
Or this: "Say! Say, change-boy! This here machine 
over there won’t pay. Say I hit it, it does. Royal Flush on 
the progressive poker. I swear it to you truly. Can you 
come see, maybe tell me what’s what over here, maybe fix it, 
make it pay?"
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Or: "Change! Change! Cocktails, change!"
And Harry would make the rounds-the black vest on his 
back, the coin filled belt bumping up against his legs-doing 
the work that paid the rent: changing out quarters for the 
paper bills clutched in plastic-baggied fists; showing that no, 
that’s a club, not a spade, you need a spade to make that 
flush royal; and explaining how a person had to play the 
machines to get the drinks, they aren’t really free, see? you 
can’t just sit on that stool expecting something for a nothing, 
Jack.
Each night Harry made the rounds. He heard the talk.
He washed his hands. He saw the old women going over in 
old-women-sprints to check out winners. Harry pushed the 
rubber plugs deeper in his ears. He breathed other people’s 
cigarette smoke. He changed a quarter into five nickels, five 
pennies into one nickel. Harry saw a man go out in 
handcuffs. He heard the old women complain about how 
they had played that machine just two scant weeks ago.
Harry smelled the mix of fried food and booze. He saw the 
old women wipe their sweating hands onto their wrinkled 
cotton skirts. He heard the Carmen toreador song as he 
made his light-waisted way back to his cash box to change 
the bills back again into coins.
Sometimes Harry saw her, there from his cash box, 
sometimes sitting on the stool in the dim, low-ceilinged 
corner, rocking her rock, sounding her down-low sound, her 
fingers pressed into her belly.
Sometimes not.
On the not times Harry knew to look to the tables, the 
highbrow tables where the high-stakes chips piled up in 
stacks too tall to count. Not the blue-chip tables where the 
Canadians and her own kind played, but the tables with the 
black and the red and the yellow stacked chips, where the 
fine-suited men with the manicured hands fingered their fancy 
wagers on the crush green felt, and where the well-healed 
dealers were all thoroughbred beauties, and the cocktail 
waitresses would come around quick showing plenty of leg 
and orthodontic smiles.
Harry had seen her on the times he saw her, saddling up 
from behind the fine-suited men; leaning in close without ever
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touching, her pearl strand of necklace hung down into their 
highbrow game. Harry saw her put her face near to their 
face, saw the perfume softening of the men’s cheek, eyes, 
and jowls. Harry saw her make her own fancy wager in her 
own high-stakes color, draw her cards and play her hand. 
Harry watched then the way she walked away, the firm- 
fleshed twitch and ripple of her weight always just a skin’s- 
width beneath her clinging slip. Harry saw, too, the elbows, 
bumps, and nudges, between the men after she had left, and 
the glances and looks snuck from under their highbrow 
eyebrows that followed her over to the next high-stakes table 
she went to.
And sometimes Harry would see some one of those 
highbrow men follow her over with more than just his eyes, 
taking his whole highbrow self over after her to get what 
Harry figured that one man would not-could not-have ever 
really known. That man, Harry figured, could not have known 
she was an NFO come up on the Fun Bus, could not have 
known how high the price of the deal she would strike in the 
rooms up above. Neither could that man have known the 
stiff, hair-product feel of the hair on her head, nor the 
pillowcase stain left the next day after. Nor never could that 
man have known the full-mooned curve of her rump in his 
palm, nor the glistening pink slit of her easy parting. Never 
ever, Harry figured, could that man even have imagined in a 
million years the strange black stink that would be his own 
burning urine!
But that man, Harry knew, that one man who sent himself 
over, paying his cash, getting the goods, would soon find out 
all of the parts that Harry had known more than once on this 
breed of girl-rump, teeth, and lips; breasts, legs, and belly— 
that, sure, and the part on her alone that was more.
Harry would watch, thinking of the part of her that had 
been bought and paid for, the part Harry had wished and 
prayed for, praying since first he had seen her from there at 
his cash box, doing the work to make the rent, hearing again 
and again the call spelled out right there on the black vest 
he wore on his back: CHANGE.
Harry heard change. He heard losers. He heard 
winners. He heard Bizet’s Carmen toreador song. On the
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bloodless lips of the bony old women and the video voice of 
the metal machines, Harry heard all of what the rubber lugs 
that plugged his ears could not keep him from hearing.
"Hey!" he heard. "Say!" he heard. "What’re you deaf?
I’ve been calling you, change-boy. Can you help me please? 
I’ve a condition, see, a female thing. Got to go upstairs to 
the toilet to fix it. I’ll be back in a flash. Can you, change- 
boy, please, please, please watch my machine?"
Harry would hear these old women, see their sweating 
hands on their wrinkled skirts, and he would do as they said 
so as to keep his work. At least once in each night Harry 
stood watch over those machines; the old women’s plastic 
baggies rubber-banded now to the one-armed knobs--this 
just in case-and the half-full, half-gone cups of coins, the 
coins in the trays, and the unclaimed credits on the video 
machine screen.
Harry stood watch, watching, too, the tables, trying to 
keep an eye out through the rows and columns of the 
peroxided women; looking to see if he might see her working 
the highbrows, melting those men the way that she did with 
the way of her walk and the constant promise of secrets.
Harry would watch-hearing the tin-sounding music for 
bullfighting men and hot-blooded women-waiting.
He began to steal, waiting.
From the old woman’s half-full, half-gone cups Harry 
would take on this night maybe a scraping of quarters, on 
that night maybe a fistful of nickels. He might take from time 
to time a dollar or two from the big silver-dollar racks. Harry 
began as he made his rounds through the rows and columns 
to punch the buttons and collect the credits. He picked up 
dropped coins from the carpet, scooped tips from bartops. 
Harry got bold, slipped bills from his cash box to his pocket. 
Harry got good, lifted billfolds from the old women’s partway 
opened purses.
It took time, Harry’s raising the stakes that way, nickel 
and diming his way up.
How much time? Nights of time.
It had taken nights of time and the patience of a saint for 
Harry to get to this place to stake his claim, to shed his vest, 
leave his belt in that box, to follow them up, to wait his turn
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to take her down.
And how did it feel, trailing the two? How many steps on 
those stairs? How much higher?
What was it like, this highbrow room the two of them had 
shut themselves into?
Should he have waited?
Should he have left?
And what should Harry have done when at last she did 
show, coming out of that room alone by herself, closing the 
door then behind herself-the glint gone, the curve gone, her 
teeth now hidden behind her lips?
Which way should he have finally moved, standing there 
with the hard green cash gripped in his coin-soiled hands, 
the money gotten to buy the secret, the answer one more 
time not what Harry would have bought, the same tired, 
unchanged answer weighing now on Harry’s heart as low 
and old as the whole world was.
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The Evolution of Sleep
At a stream in gold light 
fish jump toward the bucket, 
bump my hands with saw-mouths, 
eyes bulging, intelligent.
A two-foot long trout rises angry, leaps
with a thump into the flesh-pink
plastic. Then a fat one, pike-jawed and scaled
like a carp. A third—slim, small
tadpole- tail—quivers through the air
like a rod of apple jelly, veins and arteries
mapping translucent flesh, lands
on my spine’s top, mouthing at the base
of my brain. In the amalgam of kitchens I take
the knife, begin with the mutant jaw.
Coppery scales gleam with fresh slime, 
jutting teeth grin like a fossil.
I am strapped into an ordinary chair.
The room has been emptied.
A man s hands move toward me, clenching 
a silk necktie, bright blue, a pattern 
of gold islands. He seems to settle 
for gagging. Somehow my body is resisting.
I am caught fast in the chair,
the tie hooks under my chin, over my nose.
My tongue is thick and soft, the slobber heavy
but not wet. When the tie touches my mouth, I become
both of us. I hold the tie, I am in the chair.
I am neither of us, I am other.
In the chair, my flesh is soft, 
the body of a woman. I taste silk.
I tie the knot.
Theodore Worozbyt, Jr.
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Everything
Those who can see miss nearly 
everything, until accident 
or some act of the will, some 
prayer, helps them to pay 
attention.
Scripts in hand, 
three men read a new play. They 
do not look a t-do  not seem 
to see-each other.
The blind 
steer by their sense of masses 
and movements, by the fall of light 
felt as warmth, by smells, 
by an absolute knowledge of 
direction. Each movement must 
be answered by the next, by not 
getting lost.
Two of the three 
men, one young, one old, love 
the man in the middle. He knows 
exactly where he is. He steers 
by his sense of absolute peril: 
the edge of everything, where 
each of us waits.
No matter 
how simple a task is, a moment’s 
lack in concentration, and it is 
all to be done over. Or, it cannot 
be fixed.
In pooled light, on stage, 
the three men talk in turn, about music 
and houses, food, books, traveling, 
about years and money, staying in one place, 
about art, and the kindness our bodies 
do our dark minds, and the damage.
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For a little more than an hour, 
we are all taken, as in love, 
to the place where no false move 
is possible, where everything is.
Sally Allen McNall
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The Last Annual
Bar None Benefit Barbecue
and Stakes Race
David Racine
All I know is that what came to be called the Last Annual 
Bar None Benefit Barbecue and Stakes Race was only 
slightly wilder and more lascivious than the one that 
proceeded it, which was pretty much the case every year, 
and that if the governor hadn’t happened along just when he 
did the ranch would probably still be open and there 
wouldn’t be no horse named Baker’s Dozen running up in 
Louisville this year, which is the only reason I even mention it 
to begin with. See, I read where that horse runs out of this 
stable down near Ocala, and I can’t help but wonder if it 
don’t belong to them boys that used to live over at the Bar 
None Ranch before it got closed. Either way, I’ll probably lay 
a ten-spot on him, just on account of coincidence.
It’s generally agreed that the governor had it in for Kelvin 
Baker anyway, and it’s probably safe to say that Kelvin didn’t 
knock anyone over rushing to the voting booth to check off 
the governor’s name either; so there was what you might call 
a nice little feud going on. I pretty much glossed over it 
though, back when I wrote up the history of the county a few 
years ago for the centennial, but I’ve since retired so there’s 
not much anyone can do to me for telling it now. And I’d 
say I probably know more about the Bar None Ranch than 
anyone, except for Kelvin and Sonny, and maybe a few of 
the boys that lived out there at one time or another. I talked 
to all of them just about, and around here you can get told 
all you need to know, and a lot more usually, just by asking, 
and sometimes without that even.
How it was with the ranch and all was kind of interesting 
in a bureaucratic sort of way, and pretty much typical too in 
regards to officialdom and all that, and if nothing else at least 
it livened things up over at that end of the county every once 
in a while. Back about fifteen years ago, see, the state
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started up this new program which involved opening several 
of what it called vocational and rehabilitative sanctuaries for 
what it termed wayward youths. That’s what they called 
them anyway-sanctuaries and wayward youths. What they 
were, actually, was half-way houses for boys with a mind 
toward breaking the law but without much talent for it. The 
idea was that the boys would get placed under the guidance 
of a strong male authority figure, which most of them had 
been lacking it seemed, and learn some sort of useful trade, 
which most of them were short on as well, with the end part 
being that they would all grow into useful and productive 
taxpayers one day. There were three places to start out with; 
the one down near Boca Raton that was tied in with this 
seafood restaurant that used its boys sort of as slave labor 
under the guise of occupational training, and what it bragged 
on as "hands on instruction." Mostly all of them boys got 
their hands on though, was mops and dirty dishes. There 
was another one in the Everglades where the more ornery 
ones got sent to learn alligator farming a little bit, but fear 
and respect mainly. And the one they opened up here in the 
panhandle just the other side of Sopchoppy turned out to be 
a ranch that raised mostly horses, and the man that got 
picked to run it was an ex-Florida State Trooper name of 
Kelvin Baker.
Actually, Sergeant Baker was still an active Florida State 
Trooper when he was approached about the job, with this 
unusual habit of enforcing the law impartially, so that the rich 
and influential passing through to Tallahassee (since none of 
either persuasion live around here) were just as likely to get 
run in as anyone else, which naturally didn’t sit too well with 
the rich or with the influential, both of whom made the 
governor aware of it in no uncertain terms. The governor’s 
aides began calling over asking did Kelvin think he was 
Wyatt Earp or what, and suggesting that he exercise a little 
"discretion" in his ticket writing and such, all of which got 
Kelvin to speculating on the ancestry of those employed in 
the governor’s office before hanging up.
Kelvin refused the job the first time they offered it, 
claiming that he wasn’t no babysitter, and what happened 
after that is a little sketchy. But there was talk of some
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photographs, and some veiled threats, and then some wide 
open threats about somebody’s pension going down the 
drain, and evidently a good deal of table thumping on 
Kelvin’s part before he finally gave in.
Now the only reason it got called a ranch to begin with 
was on account of when they drove Kelvin out to see it, he 
flat out refused to live at a sanctuary, on the grounds that 
only birds lived in sanctuaries. And truth be told, it wasn’t 
really much of a ranch at first, and never did get greatly 
improved on later either. It was more like an old farmhouse 
out at the end of a small road that curved sideways out of 
Sopchoppy. But there was some clear land, and parts of a 
fence along the road, so it looked as much like a ranch as 
anything else around, enough so that the state people said 
how about calling it the Bar None Ranch, since it was kind of 
a jail without bars. Then they all started congratulating each 
other on how clever they were and asking Kelvin did he get 
it, the Bar None Ranch, and pointing over the driveway where 
they said they’d put up a sign. Kelvin told me he had to 
walk away when they commenced to argue over which one 
of them it was had actually thought up the name, what with 
there being such a premium on creativity amongst them.
And on the way back to town they told him not to worry, that 
someone else would be sent out to do the actual ranching, 
which kept Kelvin quiet for most of the trip except to wonder 
out loud once why they even needed him then anyway, for 
which he got told to shut up by way of an answer.
So Kelvin moved into the big frame house set back from 
the road in the pocket of twisted live oaks, and he buzzed 
around the county in the station wagon with the state seal on 
the side that they gave him to drive, and when the first group 
of boys showed up he set things to operating like the only 
other organization he was familiar with that was a round-the- 
clock kind of thing, which was the United States Marine 
Corps. He got them up early, pretty much for nothing, and 
kept them busy most all day doing generally wasteful things, 
or things that there was no way in the world they were going 
to do right, since they were mainly young boys of thirteen or 
fourteen and they weren’t of the accomplishing sort to begin 
with. So nothing much got fixed or cleaned up or corrected
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at first, but instead got broke and dirtied or maligned in 
another sort of way entirely, so as to appear at least different 
from how it was to begin with. It wasn’t that Kelvin had 
anything personal against any of the boys, but more like he 
saw the smirking and mocking of the state in each of their 
faces, and they just happened to be the most convenient 
ones upon whom to vent his anger. The atmosphere got 
generally mutinous on the part of the boys, and just plain 
contemptuous on the part of Kelvin himself, and within a 
month the whole place was set to eithor blow sky high or fall 
apart completely at the seams.
Sonny Donoher showed up about when things were 
reaching their most feverish, sent out by the state on a 
wicked hot morning in June, and got apprised of the situation 
as Kelvin saw it without even asking, which was that each of 
the boys was most likely a degenerate thieving little bastard 
* v anyway, and probably needed to get acquainted with a little 
discipline and hard work, so as to recognize it the next time 
it came around. Which was not to say, Kelvin added, that it 
was anything personal.
Sonny thought on it a minute or two, and then broached 
the idea that they might all be victims in a way, and that the 
real target of their wrath might ought to be the state itself, 
which was, after all, responsible for them all being there to 
begin with. Then he talked Kelvin into giving him run of the 
place, which Kelvin was more than glad to be rid of anyway, 
and promptly put him in charge of harassing the state for 
cash and supplies primarily, and cooking on the side.
Sonny hit it off good with the boys too, partly on account 
of how he was pretty much their size, standing five-foot, four 
with his boots on, but mainly because he wasn’t Kelvin.
They worked things out as best they could with the scant 
supplies that Kelvin was able to get, so that at least all the 
parts of fences got hooked up to other parts of fences so as 
to enclose the fields they were meant to enclose, and the 
barn got patched up and painted and swept clean, and the 
water troughs got plugged so that they actually held water 
again, and the wood fence around the barnyard got made 
sturdy again too and re-named a corral.
There was a colt sent out for each boy, which made for
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eight to begin with, and Sonny showed the boys how to 
brush their coats and check the hooves and legs, and made 
sure that they kept the horses fed and watered and regular. 
He even taught them to ride, and eventually a grass track got 
laid out that measured six furlongs, which came to be the 
standard distance for the stakes races later on.
Kelvin steered pretty clear of the horses for the most part, 
on account of he didn’t much trust anything that was bigger 
than he was and wore iron shoes. Mainly he kept up with 
the bills and the groceries, and cooked up catfish stew and 
pork chops and the like, and if he was feeling particularly 
energetic he might sweep or dust or maybe even cut the 
grass out front. The majority of his time, however, was spent 
requisitioning feed for the horses, and supplies, and some 
plain cash to pay for the things they needed just to live on. 
Kelvin got to be holy terror on the typewriter, firing off salvos 
in duplicate and triplicate to whoever sounded like they might 
be official enough or negligent enough, which he eventually 
came to regard as one in the same. He became a frequent 
contributor to the Letters to the Editor in the Tallahassee 
Democrat as well, so that the governor got made aware of 
his disaffection on a fairly regular basis with his cornflakes, 
often finding himself the target of it. The money was always 
slow in coming though, and never quite sufficient to go 
around, so in spite of the work going on and the energy 
getting expended, the whole place never really got much 
above the level of what would generally be classified as 
ramshackled, which in part led to the beginnings of the 
barbecues and stakes, which I’m getting to.
See, what I just told is pretty much how it was out there, 
except that the boys and the horses changed semi-regularly, 
but never so as you’d be able to tell right off. What stayed 
the same was Kelvin, and Sonny, and the lack of money to 
run the place properly, until after a while it was just 
compromises and sharing and doing without some things, 
just like in real families most times. Kelvin spent more and 
more of his own money on food and the other things they 
needed, so that after a while he wasn’t getting out but one or 
two nights a week, and then drinking mainly beer when he 
did. The boys turned out to do just fine with the horses, like
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Sonny figured they would, and kept most of their trouble- 
making amongst themselves, which was a little surprising; 
and after a while Kelvin stopped swatting them all together, 
which was a total surprise.
But what was truly strange, and ultimately brought about 
the Annual Benefit Barbecue and Stakes Race to begin with 
was that some of the boys started showing back up at the 
Bar None after they got released, and hanging around the 
ranch pretty much like they’d never even left, which sort of 
gave the name a whole new meaning. Sonny explained to 
Kelvin how it wouldn’t be right to just run them off, since 
working with the horses was about the sum total of what 
most of them knew anyway, and the state hadn’t made any 
provisions for placing them out, and Kelvin figured that it 
wouldn’t be right either, since thinking otherwise would have 
meant siding with the state. So the budget got stretched 
even tighter, seeing as how Kelvin couldn’t exactly requisition 
money for people who weren’t supposed to be there in the 
first place, until eventually there got to be twelve of them out 
there altogether plus Kelvin and Sonny, and you couldn’t 
have found two spare dimes to rub together.
Finally, after a week straight of pinto beans and canned 
corn, it was decided that something had to be done to drum 
up some cash. Someone said auction, but there was 
nothing to auction off, and then someone else thought raffle, 
but there was nothing to raffle off either, and then the door to 
door sales got mentioned. But the Girl Scouts pretty much 
had the cookie market to themselves, and the high school 
band had candy covered pretty good, which is just about all 
that sells door to door around here, so that got scrapped. It 
was about then that Kelvin suggested a party, maybe like a 
barbecue, that they could have right there at the ranch and 
charge for maybe even.
And so commenced the Annual Bar None Benefit 
Barbecue and Stakes Races, which Kelvin took charge of 
completely, but which didn’t actually include the stakes race 
part until the next year. Kelvin went around the county 
calling in favors, so that just about everything they needed 
was either donated or on loan, and the boys got put to work 
setting up tables and breading catfish and mixing up tubs of
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slaw. During the festivities they fried up the fish, shucked the 
oysters, and poured the beer, and generally did whatever 
they could to semi-legitimately separate their guests from 
their money. Darien, who’d had a promising career as a 
snatch and go artist cut short by a Jacksonville city bus, got 
told how to fix the raffle so that Sonny had the winning ticket, 
while the rest of them got warned by Kelvin about picking 
pockets, since they needed the same folks back the next 
year if it was a success.
The first Barbecue drew around fifty people or so and got 
started about four o’clock, and consisted mainly of just 
mingling and listening to Kelvin’s favorite band, the Mudcats 
play, with a little bit of dancing and volleyball thrown in 
amongst the hellacious amount of eating and drinking, and 
didn’t get over with until near about eleven o’clock when the 
Mudcats had piayed every song they knew how to play and 
some twice, and so quit for the evening. The boys found 
Kelvin passed out under the porch when they were picking 
up cups and plates afterwards, and so loosened his shoes 
for him; and when he crawled out the next morning and 
counted up the receipts, they found they’d cleared just about 
nine hundred dollars.
The next year brought a whole slew of new ideas, along 
with some posterboard advertising roundabout, and the 
promise of a top notch horse race, all of which swelled 
attendance to about a hundred people, thanks mainly to the 
appearance of about twenty members of the Surf Riders, an 
ornery but not too tough motorcycle club from down around 
Carabelle. Kelvin grabbed the leader straight off to welcome 
him, and warned him not to scare anyone off, as they 
needed all the pockets they could get, and then gave them 
all twenty ounce plastic cups to show he was sincere about 
the welcome part. The Surf Riders and their old ladies 
turned out to be prodigious eaters and drinkers and 
gamblers, but truly awful softball players, on account of their 
hands kept getting tied up in the chains that connected their 
wallets to their beltloops when they tried to pick up 
grounders. That second year was also when they set 
precedent for swimming naked in the catfish pond, which 
became almost obligatory later on, and which was as close
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as they got to being offensive, and then it was only the 
widest and the very whitest of them that was offensive really, 
and then only to some people. The Riders and their 
mommas became a fixture at the event, eventually numbering 
over fifty in all, roaring in about noon each year for a 
ceremonial lap around the grounds before they parked up 
next to the house and picked up their extra-size cups.
Some things got added each year, and what already was 
got left in and refined, while pretty much nothing ever got 
scrapped entirely, but only changed around at most, until the 
Annual Bar None Benefit Barbecue and Stakes Race was not 
too different from the county fair except that it was a bit 
bigger, and a lot better attended, and there wasn’t any 
livestock to speak of usually. The betting on the race proved 
to be a big windfall most years, especially when Sonny’s 
ringer came through, which was most of the time, and the 
Bingo went so well that Kelvin just said the hell with it and 
opened up a roulette wheel too about the fourth or fifth year. 
By the end, the thing was going on from about nine in the 
morning when the Bloody Mary tent opened until near around 
four or five the next morning when Kelvin got horizontal 
under the porch, which signalled the sort of unofficial end of 
it, and told the last of the three hundred or so people that it 
was time to go home. And when the receipt got totalled up 
those last few times they were pushing hard on seven 
thousand dollars. So like I said, the last one, which of 
course no one knew was going to be the last one til it was 
already over with, only got built up a little from the second to 
last one, and wouldn’t have been much different or notable at 
all really except for the governor showing up and hollering so 
much, and the ranch getting shut down, and most of the 
boys going down to Ocala with Mr. Russell Timmons to work 
for him, which is what got me started on all this in the first 
place as I recall.
It never rained on the Barbecue in all those years, and I 
can remember every one, and that last year was no 
exception. The sun was high and hot and the beer got to 
flowing like tap water early on, with a good part of it getting 
poured down the gullets of the Surf Riders, who were still 
working at their softball playing. Most of them were stripped
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down to their boxers by the second inning, including some of 
their old ladies, but they still didn’t pick up too many 
grounders cleanly even without the chains. The horseshoes 
got flying and the Bingo started up around two, just before 
the Port Authority started playing reggae music and tossing 
out fat joints to anyone who looked like they might want or 
need one.
The boys were shucking oysters and boiling shrimp and 
selling Bingo cards and raffle tickets, and checking on the 
meat and the catfish and the kegs to see that they didn’t run 
out. Everyone else was pretty much getting stuffed or drunk 
or both, and at first no one noticed the big blue Chevy pick­
up with the horse trailer behind it limp up by the gate with a 
blown out rear tire.
Clayton, one of the boys selling raffle tickets, was the first 
to see the truck with the flat tire and the man with the 
cowboy hat standing next to it, and so was the first one to 
actually meet Mr. Russell Timmons, who was the one with the 
hat and the anxious look on his face. "Looks like a blow­
out," Russell Timmons said, tapping at the shredded rubber 
with the toe of his boot. Clayton looked from the tire to 
Russell Timmons and then back again and nodded slowly, as 
it was too obvious to need further comment. Sonny walked 
over and then nodded toward Russell Timmons and joined in 
the staring for a while.
Finally Sonny asked, "Need a hand?" Russell Timmons 
nodded but he didn’t look any less anxious so Sonny threw 
in, "Hey, it’s only a flat. You got a spare, ain’t you?"
"Yeah," Russell Timmons said, "uh, sure. I got a spare 
right here." But he didn’t move to get it.
"Well what then," Sonny said.
"It’s the horse," Russell Timmons said back. "He’s 
plugged up like a sink. I need to get him back to my ranch 
and clean him out. This ride isn’t doing him any good at all. 
And now this."
"Well hell, we’ll flush him out for you," Sonny said.
"Clayton, unload Mr. ..uh,"
"Timmons. Russell Timmons. But wait just a minute."
"Russell Timmons that owns Southglen Farms?" Sonny 
asked, and got answered with a nod. "Southglen Farms in
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Ocala?" he asked, and got nodded at again. "Owner of 
Getting Out?" he asked, and this time when Russell Timmons 
nodded it was in the direction of the trailer. "In there?"
Sonny asked, and got answered with a straight nod and a 
smile this time and so said, "Damn."
"Well go on get him out of there, Clayton," Sonny said 
when he got fully recovered. "Why, that horse ran in the 
Derby last year." Clayton got Getting Out all loose from the 
trailer and circled him around a few times, and generally 
looked a lot more pleased for the opportunity to work on the 
back end of Getting Out than deal with the opposite end of 
most of the people there just then. The horse was sluggish, 
and its large head and strong neck were bowed low, and it 
moved all agitated and out of sync, so that Clayton was 
doing a good amount of the work just to get him to move at 
all.
"That’s a very valuable animal," Russell Timmons said 
when Clayton started to lead him off.
Clayton shrugged. "They all flush out the same," he said 
over his shoulder. "He’s still a horse, ain’t he."
"One of us better go with him," Russell Timmons said, 
starting to follow after his prize horse, but Sonny shook his 
head no and called for Clayton to get Derrick to help out.
"Don’t let him lie down," Russell Timmons called after him, 
and Clayton looked back and rolled his eyes.
"He knows," Sonny said. "He’ll do fine."
Then Clayton let loose of the reins and walked back to 
hand his unsold raffle tickets to Russell Timmons. "It’s ten 
bucks."
"For the flush?" Russell Timmons asked.
"For the tickets."
Russell Timmons watched his top thoroughbred get led 
off. and then said, "Sounds like you all are having a party," 
pretty much as if he’d just noticed. Sonny looked at him like 
he might be wondering how exactly Russell Timmons had got 
to be such a rich man making comments such as that, and 
then took him on into the Barbecue and got him a beer, 
which Russell Timmons looked like he could use one of, and 
promised that they’d go check on Getting Out in a little while, 
but in the meantime why didn’t he just try to relax a little.
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Sonny left him talking to Kelvin about the ranch, who let on 
what a fine job Sonny was doing teaching the boys, and how 
it was a crying shame that there was no one to take them on 
afterwards, and so benefit from all the practical experience 
they were getting. Then Kelvin introduced him to Sue Ann 
Jenkins, who had the creamiest skin of anyone present at the 
Barbecue, and the least clothes on to cover it as well, and 
before too long, Sue Ann and Russell Timmons were 
shagging high flies in centerfield with his ten-gallon hat, and 
sucking down beer and oysters between innings, and 
generally having a fine time of it.
The main feeding was at three o’clock, and then again at 
five, just before the start of the race. In between some raffles 
got decided and some prizes handed out, and a trophy for 
winning the horseshoe tournament got awarded to Maynard 
Holcombe, who wanted to make a speech about it but fell off 
the chair he was standing on and spilled his beer, and so 
went off to get a refill instead. It was about when Maynard 
was taking his dive that Clayton walked up from the barn and 
told Sonny that Getting Out had just then deposited what 
looked like four or five days worth of prime fertilizer in the 
corner of one of the stalls, and so was feeling considerably 
better. Sonny slapped him on the back and said, "Way to 
go, boy. Great. Just great. Let’s go find Mr. Russell 
Timmons and give him the news."
They found him down at the pond, but couldn’t share the 
news straight off on account of how Russell Timmons was 
near about in the center of the pond, half-on and half-off a 
silvery vinyl raft with Sue Ann Jenkins, who was half-on and 
half-off herself.
"Buck naked," Clayton observed from behind a clump of 
sycamores.
"As jaybirds," Sonny agreed, "except for the hat." Russell 
Timmons and Sue Ann were creating a good bit of friction 
trying to keep hold of each other and the raft at the same 
time, and doing a considerable amount of giggling and some 
ooh-ing too when they got just so, and periodically one or 
the other would lose their grip and slide under the surface for 
a while, which served to produce some more giggling and 
some deeper ooh-ing from the other, and left Russell
71
Timmons’ hat floating like a souffle on a lily pad. And then 
Sue Ann got part of her up on the raft and Russell Timmons 
was holding on behind her except not quite up so far but up 
some anyway, and they got to clucking and gasping and 
ooh-ing real deep until the raft was more or less jerking half­
forward and a quarter-back and heading pretty much straight 
for the clump of sycamores.
"Sounds like an Evinrude with water in the lines," Sonny 
noted.
"Looks sort of like it too," Clayton observed through the 
trees.
When they told Russell Timmons about his horse, and 
the voluminous amount of fertilizer he’d produced, the 
rancher lit up even more than he had pushing around the 
pond with Sue Ann and asked how he could make it up to 
them. So Sonny thought for a minute and then hit on it and 
explained some more to Russell Timmons about the ranch, 
and the money problems, and all that Kelvin tried to do but 
couldnt really, on account of the state machinery, and about 
the race and the betting, but most specifically and intently 
about the ringer he usually lined up for the race but hadn’t 
this year. And Russell Timmons picked it all up right quick 
and offered his mount to Clayton if he wanted it, which 
Clayton said he most certainly did.
"Won’t have to get much out of a trot to beat this field," 
Sonny assured him. "It’ll just be a workout for Getting Out, 
even with Clayton up." Then he said, "You didn’t mention ’ 
that this was Getting Out to anyone, did you Mr. Timmons?"
Russell Timmons shook his head no and Sonny nodded. 
He gave Clayton some instructions concerning mud and 
burrs and things, and then went off to announce a late entry 
at the betting table. The wagering had been favoring a 
horse named Sonny’s Boy, and since most of the bettors had 
seen Getting Out’s rather anemic disposition earlier, without 
of course, knowing that it was Getting Out, the trend held up. 
Sonny simply added him as Number Six, and did it precisely 
as Mort Wainwright was fixing to place his bet, which 
momentarily confused Mort entirely, so that he stood at the 
table folding and unfolding his two dollars and eyeing 
Number Six up on the chart at 20:1 until someone back in
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line yelled up, "This ain’t Hialeah you asshole, just bet," and 
then panicked and put his money on Sonny’s Boy, which 
caused Sonny himself to smile.
No one had much cause to change his mind when 
Clayton led Getting Out from the corral toward the starting 
line. Getting Out had mud spattered up and down his legs 
and clear onto his haunches, and there were bits of straw 
and some burrs hanging in his tail, which wasn’t even tied up 
either. And what with the way Clayton had him moseying on 
over, he looked more like a plow horse than the number four 
finisher in Louisville and at Belmont the year before.
There was no mistaking the bloodlines when the bell 
went off though, as Getting Out bolted so quick from the line 
that Clayton didn’t get fully upright again til the first turn, by 
which time they had three lengths on the rest of the field. 
Clayton just let him stretch it out from there, to six lengths 
around the far turn, and ten at the half-mile pole, which 
wasn’t a pole really but just a stick off of an old campaign 
poster that was painted red with a 1/2 on it in white, to a full 
fourteen lengths at the finish. Clayton let him trot another lap 
and then took Getting Out back to the corral to hose the 
mud off his flanks and pick the burrs out of his tail. Russell 
Timmons remarked to Sonny how the boys had really done 
the job that time and that he was always on the lookout for 
good horse people at his place, to which Sonny replied, "Well 
now, there’s a thought," and led him over to collect their 
winnings.
So while the sun was getting low and taking the edge off 
the heat some, most everybody was milling around talking 
about that horse Number Six and saying, "Did you see him 
go!" and, "Ain’t never seen nothing like it around here before." 
And as the softball and the volleyball and the horseshoes got 
called on account of dimness, there wasn’t much left except 
for the drinking and the dancing and the eating, all of which 
got revived considerably.
It was closing in on midnight when the Mudcats took the 
stage amidst wild cheering and shouted requests, and the 
first of several bottles of tequila began circulating through the 
moon-drenched crowd. Kelvin stood under one of the 
Japanese lanterns and took a long pull from a bottle of Pepe
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Two Fingers and then said, "Lemons," and handed the keys 
to the station wagon to Sonny, who grabbed the bottle 
instead and then passed the keys on to Russell Timmons 
who was standing there too, who gave them to Clayton and 
said, "Let’s go."
It was coming back from the Jr. Food Mart with the half 
dozen lemons that they first saw the disabled Lincoln town 
car and so swerved wide into the other lane and buzzed past 
the governor, and the governor’s aide, and his driver too, 
who were all standing next to the car arid so saw the state 
seal on the station wagon, and began yelling and waving 
wildly at first and then swearing after. "Wonder what that’s all 
about?" Clayton said, easing the station wagon in behind 
Russell Timmons’ trailer a quarter mile up the road.
"Huh, what?" Russell Timmons said, and then slumped 
back against the door half passed out.
Clayton was just getting him out of the car when the 
governor, with his aide and driver just behind, part-ran, part- 
walked up and demanded to know what was going on and 
why hadn’t they stopped and about six other things right off, 
and got asked back by Clayton who in the fuck he was, 
which caused the governor to sputter and turn about the 
color of an eggplant. Clayton helped Russell Timmons 
stumble to his truck and stretched him out across the seat 
and laid his hat across his face and then took the lemons 
inside.
"Whose car is this?" the governor demanded, mostly to 
his aide, since the driver was the only other one left by then, 
and the aide seemed a more likely choice to know. The 
governor’s aide pointed at the sign over the driveway and 
explained what he knew about Bar None Ranch, and the 
horses, and wrapped it all up by speculating that the car 
probably belonged to the Ranch.
The governor walked in amidst the revelry just shaking 
his head and wondering where he’d seen the Bar None 
Ranch before, and then got flashed by Sue Ann who 
happened to be dancing by, and more or less exposed to a 
few of the Surf Riders, who were dancing naked off to the 
side, on account of the heat had not quite dissipated fully 
enough to suit them. His honor then approached a group
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circled near the stage and got handed a bottle of tequila with 
just the worm left mainly, and a lemon quarter. The governor 
looked to his aide and asked did he have any idea just what 
exactly the hell was going on here, and then threw down the 
bottle and the lemon quarter and asked it again, only louder 
this time and to the group as a whole, and got asked back 
by Sonny who in the fuck he was.
It was right then that the governor fully exploded and 
screamed out exactly who in the fuck he was, and what 
exactly that meant, and as they were all on state property 
and breaking state laws and corrupting the very boys that 
they were supposed to be guiding, they were all generally up 
shit creek. "Now," he ordered after he got his breath again, "I 
want to see the person in charge, and I want to see him 
right now."
"That’d be Sergeant Baker," someone said.
It all came into focus for the governor at the sound of 
Kelvin’s name, as he recalled just where he’d seen the name 
Bar None Ranch before, which was beneath Kelvin’s name on 
all those letters in the Democrat and to his office, and he 
grew fairly livid. "Where is he?" he demanded.
"Check the porch," one of the boys said.
The governor stalked over to the porch and stalked back 
a minute later. "There’s nobody on the porch."
"Under it," the boy clarified.
So the governor re-stalked to the porch and this time 
noticed a pair of boots sticking out from under it that looked 
to be filled with somebody’s feet anyway, and got nodded at 
that they probably belonged to just the man he was looking 
for, and so reared back and kicked the bottoms hard and got 
a muffled "Huh" for a response. "Get out from there, 
Sergeant," the governor said. "You got a lot of explaining to 
do, mister," and got asked back from under the porch who in 
the fuck he was.
The governor banged on the porch with his fist, all the 
while yelling that he was the governor, goddamnit, and he 
was in charge and what the hell did Kelvin think of that, and 
got told back, "Yeah, right," in the same muffled tone, and 
then heard the snoring start up again, as Kelvin was sleeping 
full on his back. Then the governor and his aide and his
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driver got asked by a couple of Surf Riders wasn’t it time 
they all got their asses on over to Tallahassee where they 
belonged, and escorted out by the collar without any offers 
of assistance for their car.
And that was pretty effectively it for the Bar None Ranch, 
and all the other rehabilitative sanctuaries too for that matter, 
which all got closed within the month by executive order, but 
without any kind of explanation. The governor tried to bring 
charges against Kelvin and Sonny but couldn’t get anything 
in the way of cooperation around here and so couldn’t make 
nothing stick. So then he went after Kelvin’s job, and as 
Kelvin had enough years put in by then to retire anyway, he 
told the governor he could have it, which turned out not to 
be enough for the governor, who wanted his pension too, 
and so wanted him fired and not retired.
Now firing a state employee in Florida is about as difficult 
and drawn out a procedure as bringing one back from the 
dead, but the governor kept at it on account of he was 
especially incensed about things, and thought he had Kelvin 
on a corruption and moral turpitude charge because of the 
gambling and the drinking and the naked flesh that he saw 
his own self at the Barbecue. But Kelvin was well- 
represented by Russell Timmons’ own personal lawyer, who 
argued pretty successfully that as the boys were already 
ne’er do wells when they got there, and so probably 
corrupted too, and by all sorts of vices besides those 
previously mentioned, that it’d be awful hard to show a direct 
corrupting effect on the part of Kelvin, or the ranch or the 
Barbecue even. And so Kelvin was allowed to retire with his 
full pension and benefits and move to Russell Timmons’ 
ranch in Ocala to head up security, but mostly to check the 
gates at night and doze on the porch.
The boys were a little more complicated. The four that 
were already out but just living at the Bar None anyway 
moved down to Ocala directly, with Sonny and Kelvin, and 
the three that were due for release in August got sprung 
early and went down too, which left five. Two of them were 
scheduled to get let go in December, and another the 
following March, and Russell Timmons arranged with their
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families to have them come live with him when they got out, 
which the families all said was fine, take them. Kelvin pulled 
the three aside right before they left to finish out their time 
and promised to kick their butts if they went bad before they 
got out, and told them about their share of the cash from the 
last Barbecue, which Kelvin and Sonny had decided to take 
and divvy up amongst the boys, since there wasn’t a ranch 
to spend it on anymore, and how if they fucked up or didn’t 
show in Ocala, then they wouldn’t get their cut.
The last two, the youngest ones as it turned out, had to 
stay locked up until eighteen because they had no parents to 
get released to, and no relatives who’d take them. And 
when Kelvin told Russell Timmons about it, and how they’d 
probably go back to their old ways in youth detention,
Russell Timmons just figured the hell with it and adopted 
them straight out, to the disbelief of the juvenile court.
So anyway, how it ended was they all got back together 
again by the next March, which wasn’t even a year, and 
generally did the same things in Ocala as they’d been doing 
at the Bar None, except for the barbecue. And that’s what 
makes me think this horse Baker’s Dozen out of Ocala that’s 
running in the Derby next week is theirs, and has me itching 
to put a few bucks on it, which like I said is the only reason I 
even mention it at all.
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Getting Mighty Crowded
The preacher squats hidden in the shadow of 
the Big Boy Washer.
His hands float and flutter in a 
swan dance of invocation.
His face waits, smooth, blind.
The naked man moves his encampment 
from washer to drier.
The quarter falls from his fingers.
He tries to remember 
how to say "Damn!"
I wish I could help him.
He bends toward the quarter for a while.
Then he stands up for a while.
The preacher has been leaving warnings 
everywhere, that he will be happy, 
that there will be fire, 
he has spoken
solemnly of the inevitable advent 
of cannibalism. You can 
see that, can’t you.
One by one everyone respectfully 
takes a cigarette from the 
naked man’s pack. He frowns, "please 
help yourselves" he wants to 
remember how to say.
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The pieces of the naked man, 
his grooming, his desire 
for the right word, 
his beautiful manners, his 
fingers at the edge of the quarter,
I wish I could help him.
From the pay phone Hakim
calls the radio doctor
of psychic science for confirmation of
his mission on earth. She says
he will either meet or be
a tall, dark stranger. "Now
what was your other question, honey"
she titters, "I forget." Is the messiah
already on earth? She giggles. "No, no."
The naked man brushes his 
fingers across the edge of the quarter. 
Then he stands up for a while.
The Big Boy plainly says
DO NOT OPEN DOOR
UNTIL CYCLE HAS COMPLETED
but the preacher is prodded and driven now
from his warm corner, comes to his feet
preaching, that devil, that
devil, they despise him.
He flies almost falling fast past me.
Such changes flash fire across his eyes that 
I turn away.
David Kresh
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Cheyenne: 
Home, Home on the Plains 
1.
The early sun melts the dark 
filament of horizon, and the fluorescent 
orange letters of the Cowboy Drive-in 
Discount Liquors invite you to live 
a life of men shooting pool, 
deflecting wind and working the UP 
coal run to Rawlins, twice a week, 
to sleep nights lulled by a prostitute’s 
tapping on your motel door, and to wake 
to an empty wallet, bottle of rye and pistol, 
all six nickel plated chambers 
lonely for action never seen.
2 .
The wooden horse gallops 
all day over the downtown 
western wear emporium, reminder 
that 1868 was a good year, cattle 
grazing in the sage and cowboys 
dying for a night in town.
Silk plants line windows 
three hundred twenty days 
in the sun-testament 
to lingering drought and why 
the principal business here 
is defeat of change.
The endless view east
bears the heart of America,
all the same. Looking at it,
you will know what inspired
the couple’s leap off the viaduct
to the coffin-wide rails of the UP yard.
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Without jumping you can hear 
survivors’ words in your beating 
pulse or in boxcars pulling away 
in the night: Live. Live. Live.
Not because you want to. 
Because you have to.
Things You Almost Had 
Before You Lost Them
At seven I wanted to lose my thumb 
have it sewed up like the raw greasepacked 
sausage ends you wince at in the deli window, 
wanted to fabricate excuses for not shaking hands 
wanted to pretend I lost it in a small kid’s ear 
just like my father used to do.
At nine I wanted to lose the hair on my crown,
arc the small tuft on the right
until it stretched for the smaller tuft on the left,
wanted eventually to invest in a toupee
only to lose that in a strong Chicago wind
when standing in line to learn
first hand
that I was losing my job, 
just like my father did.
At 13 I wanted to lose my younger sister 
just as my dad lost his, 
wanted to be terse with all people 
wanted to be so angry with the world 
that I’d lose my temper 20,
30 times a day,
strike at my best friends,
just like my father used to do.
At 19 I wanted to lose my left leg 
watch it get sliced off by a steam engine 
after a long night at the tavern 
two fights
and six or seven dares that I wouldn’t 
spread eagle on the tracks 
wouldn’t stare down the cyclops light of the 207 
just like my father did.
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They say when you lose a limb 
you still feel its presence guiding you, 
twitching, itching 
you reaching to scratch it.
And when you die you are reunited with those things
you had before you lost them: your thumb
your hair, your sister, your leg,
even your appetite
but not necessarily in that order.
My father told me all these.things as he dropped the 
bloodstained
knife and the tailless squirrel he
found pummeled near a roadside trash barrel,
into the kitchen sink.
Richard Amidon
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Telling the Chicken
Kellie Wells
The skinny is this: Last night I dreamt of chickens, 
glowing fat and white. They were spinning in circles on the 
tips of their tangerine claws, their feet and legs a thorny axis. 
They whirled, beaks skyward, and feathers flew. They were 
perfect in their gyrations, as if their movements had been 
divined by some force long ago when cosmic laws were set. 
And I thought to myself, this is what happens when the 
magnetic fields reverse, an event for which I have been 
waiting patiently for quite some time.
It gets hotter than Dutch love in Lucas, Kansas in August. 
The cicadas scream with the heat. Public records tell us it 
was 112 here on August 18, 1909, so global warming hasn’t 
touched us much, though the rest of the world seems to be 
catching up. I’ve got my eye on those polar ice caps.
Lotta was a bonafide beauty. She had bobbed, black 
hair and milk white skin so pure and clean it made you want 
to go home and take a bath. When Lotta got sick, her lips 
went funny. They were thick lips long before collagen, but 
an odd wet brown-blood color would rush into them at night, 
and they looked like pieces of raw liver. Sometimes my heart 
ached so bad for Lotta, I wanted to take her head into my 
mouth and hide her from herself.
The Garden of Eden is located here in Lucas. In the 
summer, curious tourists flock to gander at the cement 
rendering of the famed creation. I must admit it is 
impressive. The brittle, reposed body of the Garden’s 
architect and sculptor is preserved in a glass case in the 
backyard. Age-wise, he appears to have given Methuselah a 
run for his money. Lotta and I would often sit beneath a 
long stretch of cement serpent and discuss the wages of sin. 
Her papa was an occasional minister at the Open Door 
Baptist Church.
Lucas is only a nod and holler from Cawker City, where
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the Largest Ball of Twine sits proud and bulbous. It’s 
something you can be part of, this ball of twine, you can be 
responsible for making it larger, securing its spot in the 
Guiness Book of Records, so no made-in-a-day coastal ball 
can squeeze it out of its rightful place. When Lotta died, I 
drove to Cawker City and donated a fair bulk of fine hemp in 
her name. They wound it on right then and there with a 
makeshift rod and spool device. The ball of twine is big and 
round as anything. It’s bulging symmetry makes your eyes 
water.
Lotta’s papa was a chicken farmer. He could balance 
and egg on its end when it wasn’t the vernal equinox. When 
Lotta died, he gave me a gross of fertile eggs. Sometimes I 
crack them open in private and touch the blood spots.
Lotta’s papa killed all the chickens except one. He 
cracked neck after neck, loaded them into trash bags, drove 
them to the church parking lot, and flung the lot of them into 
the mouth of the dumpster. The one he kept was Lotta’s 
favorite, a fancy bantam. It rode her shoulder and whispered 
sweet things in her ear, nibbling at the kernel of her lobe. 
When Lotta fell sick, it took to walking in circles like a carnival 
pony. Lotta’s papa coddled it after the funeral. He blew on 
its beak and massaged its feet. He asked me if I’d talk to it, 
try to explain what had happened.
I took the chicken to the Garden. It wouldn’t stay on my 
shoulder, so I held it under my arm. It knew the blond hair it 
tugged at was not Lotta’s. I pointed to the long, skinny 
figure of Eve. "People blame a heap of heartache on her," I 
said, "but I don’t think she had any foresight of 
histoplasmosis." The chicken kicked then went limp, crossing 
over from denial to acceptance.
Everyone’s lawns are jaundiced with heat. Sometimes 
with the last hot gasp of summer we get quick, hard rains 
and meteor-sized hail, but not this time. The street is no 
place to fry an egg, despite the TV meteorologist’s 
suggestion.
I am taking shepherd’s pie to Lotta’s papa tonight. He 
has bought the chicken a toy piano. He will prod it to play
85
with a handful of feed on the keys. It will peck out an 
unfamiliar tune then turn round and round till the next 
request. Lotta’s papa will sing about the sweet sound of 
grace, and the chicken will roll on its back with a soft gurgle 
of clucks, and we’ll both rub its stomach.
Tonight the world will turn on its ear, chicken, I can feel 
it. Glaciers will thaw and drip, fat magnets will fly up towards 
a hot shower of stars, and a shiver of moist dreams will 
shake me awake as eggs crack and scatter.
Papa’s Remedy
Kellie Wells
Papa says he must brand the Good Word onto my soul 
in order to soften its sharp edges. I am part of his flock, his 
prize lamb, and if blood is spilled, it will only sanctify the soil.
I don’t mind that he is unable to spare the rod. I am sure I 
would ask for it, did he not think of it so often himself. 
Sometimes at night when he is called by some distant 
neighbor, a member of the fold, to help with a cure, he packs 
up the belladonna and leeches and bone marrow salve. He 
can be gone for days, and I help myself. It aches not to hurt 
for such a long time, so I suck the bad fluids out of my arms 
until the skin is measled with God’s love. And it makes me 
forget the shameful changes that are taking place, the 
swelling and tingling I try to ignore. I can feel my skin fizz 
with a soft prickle of bad thoughts, and then I bite into my 
hands and rub burrs against my thighs, until finally it is only 
the dark, thorny crown syruped with His blood that heats my 
imagination. And when Papa returns, he weeps, he is so 
pleased that I can carry on the treatment without him. He 
licks each red moon on my arm and sings soft and sweet 
into my stomach, "Up from the grave he arose."
I have not eaten now for six days, and I am beginning to 
smell foul, like singed hair and spoiled meat. Papa says it is 
the smell of mortified flesh. We are burning away the fatty 
tissue behind which sin hides, so that I may be pure and
86
lean as bleached bone.
It is hard for me to walk. A feeling washes over me 
between steps, and I feel like thrown feathers. I must rest 
with each breath and sometimes I see things. I see bright, 
white circles, hear wings beating, and feel soft, hot hands on 
my back. Then I see the angel. He is happy to see me 
because we are so much alike, and it comforts him. His 
cheeks are yellow and blue, bloated with bruise, and his 
arms are crooked and knobbed where they’ve been poorly 
set. The scars on his stomach and legs create a jagged 
scrawl of lines and arcs like an ancient script. He swallows 
me in a hush of pink wings, and I am warmed.
Papa’s beard curls down and rests on my face as he 
rocks me. I am so cold now, I can feel the blood beading 
inside my veins. I asked Papa if I could have just a peach, 
but he pressed his thumb against my gums and showed me 
they were soft and dark and my loose teeth unfit for chewing. 
"It will be over soon, child," he says. I know Papa only wants 
what’s best for the spirit. He says this way I’ll be fit for a 
Messiah when the time comes, and I know he’ll be swollen 
with pride.
The locusts are everywhere this year just like Papa said 
they’d be. He has opened the doors and windows and 
welcomed them. They are in the flour, the bed, the churn, in 
my pockets. They look at me with those blank, tiny eyes like 
rape seeds, and I can tell they are waiting for me, waiting for 
me to touch myself so they can spit up their black cud. I 
watch them click their hinged legs and chew, waiting for me 
to scream or bleed or ask for sleep cure.
My skin is grey as old ham, and I am knotted up with 
sickness, but I know on the other side, where they wait for 
me, I’ll walk barefoot down the jeweled streets, my worn feet 
relaxing against the cool press of pearls. Papa says my 
body will hum with the heavens at the wavelength of blue, 
like the sky. There it will smell like lilacs and basil. The 
scabs and spots and pocks will slip away and the hurting be 
silenced like a voice after dumbcane, and my soul will swim 
back though the thick muck of my sins. And I’ll never be 
cold again. Papa says.
Papa’s thick, rough lips on my throat make me shake.
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The Past
Sometimes it pushes against me 
like a body: the fat man who floats 
in the pool he built for his children.
My father saw himself as a fat man 
sinking into so many shades of blue.
But today he’s slim again as he lifts himself 
out of the water. I follow him for blocks, 
clear to a schoolyard where we disappear 
into the peculiar light that falls 
across the playgrounds. Here, we inhabit 
the moment of his death for hours.
I follow him all the way back to Ohio.
He is the boy who risked his life leaping 
over a shadow. He staggers away from me, 
cursing the crocodile clamped to his leg.
And if he should turn on his one good heel 
and tilt his head to the left or the right,
I’d smile and wait for him to stick out his tongue. 
When I was a child he died for us every day.
Lee Evans
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Idyll
Cowboy’s slouching cool 
in the theatre, 
flicking his lighter, 
when the strings rise up 
in "Desperado."
The serrated wheel 
feels right 
against his thumb, 
like a sliver 
of fieldstone 
before it skips the skin 
of a farm pond.
He remembers the broth 
she’d serve on Sundays, 
so hot it burned 
his tongue, the cornflowers 
shedding petals 
on the kitchen table. 
There’re men only 
in this dark, coughing 
impatiently, but Cowboy 
is holding her hand 
beneath the acacia tree 
in early evening, 
the very air so sweet 
it smells like fresh cologne.
The last empty seat on the bus
She appears from the dark blessing
aisle seats with her fingertips
all the way back to me, and oh,
the way she holds her shoulders,
every inch inside her pool of light
beside me, never touching,
and the bus pulls out and every hair
lies still in the yellow light
and she is one of every woman
sent to me in visions.
My breathing blurs the pane 
where our faces overlap.
I trace her lines in mist.
When the time is right I move 
the coat and share with her 
the other image God has sent 
and I have drawn, this great 
black and blue penis inked 
on the red crush seat ahead.
It’s life, I tell her, the seed, 
the mystery, and the end of life 
in one, and she cannot speak 
or meet my eyes. I have one too, 
my own apprenticeship to God 
and she does not laugh. The people 
sleep around us like illustrations 
or warnings on a label. She reads them 
and I tell her how sometimes 
the only thing left is a bus 
through Wallace, Idaho at midnight, 
how the clever driver hides the signs 
so no one gets back, and I show her 
the secret maps that have healed 
on the private side of my wrists 
on days I don’t remember. She listens
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so quietly dark shadows begin 
to sit up and watch and somehow 
after Coeur d’Alene she’s gone 
and her seat falling open beside me 
fills up like a fresh tunnel, 
drinking in space from solid air.
Spokane is all the bright lines I see 
in every city run together and the bus 
that drones and drifts through lights. I weep 
and see her everywhere, women glowing 
in yellow beams, in blue coats passing 
in taxis, women looking straight ahead.
Judy J. Matovich
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Salvage
Kipp Wessel
- fo r  Lisa
When Walker pulls their car off to the side of the highway 
and gets out, he just stares for a while at the auto yard. The 
yard seems to stretch all the way to the San Juan range. 
Heaped up cars, gutted torsos, abandoned wheel wells, 
scattered engine parts, and pieces of machinery consume the 
lot. Acres of quiet land covered in a blanket of automobile 
remains.
Walker takes a light reading of the auto yard with his 
Nikon. The sun presses hard against the wide lot and the 
autos smolder red. It’s at sunset. The mountains form a 
dark blue curving backdrop, giving the wreck yard, 
momentarily, a sharp outline.
Joiene watches him hold the camera, then looks out over 
the wide expanse of automobile carnage, and at the 
mountains. She walks from the car to across the road to 
where there are horses, young mares that run along a fence 
line. Joiene watches as the taller mare chases down the 
other and forces her to turn. Their hooves tremble the earth 
as they come by.
Walker leans low to take a photograph of the curving 
driveway, flecked by hub caps, that leads to a small mobile 
home. The blue of a television burns the curtains. Above 
the home hangs a rusted sign which reads: Clements’ 
Salvage Co. He catches the lower half of the letters in the 
frame and clicks the shudder.
He walks along the fence a ways and listens to the wind 
as it whistles through the cars. He thinks about 
photographing Joiene with the horses but it is getting too 
dark now. The San Juans are turning deep purple as the 
sun dips low, the yard capturing the last of the light in the 
chrome and glass that singes orange and then peels away. 
He would have to remember to come back the next day to 
photograph it all, when it would still be light enough: All that 
gnarled metal against smooth stone and sky.
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"It’s getting dark," Jolene yells. "Could we please go 
soon?"
"Soon," Walker says.
Jolene crosses the highway looking both ways, even 
though they haven’t seen another vehicle since they broke 
the border between Utah and Colorado. The stream of 
tourists had trailed off steadily the farther they got from 
Moab. And now, near Cortez at Clements’ Salvage Co., the 
highway was empty.
Jolene stands near Walker. "Get your picture?" she asks.
"Hard to say."
"No light, huh? Too bad we didn’t come by earlier. It’s 
getting cold."
"I know. We’ll go."
He stares at the field a while longer, while the lot slowly 
disappears car by car and the distant lights of Cortez begin 
to dance.
"It s different than I thought it would be," says Jolene as 
they drive through the heart of Cortez. They pass, slowly, 
the scattering of fast food restaurants that freckle the edges, 
and the small motels, and Jolene watches the colorful light of 
these places slide across her hands and lap.
"I expected to see Montezuma’s men laying dead or 
something," she says. "I was thinking of the man, not the 
town."
"It’s funny," says Walker. "I kept thinking of that song 
’Cortez the Killer.’ Remember that?"
"What song?"
"’He came dancing across the water with his galleons 
and guns, looking for the New World and the palace of the 
sun.’" Walker pulls the car over and slows it by a pay 
phone. "Neil Young."
"I don’t remember."
"From the ’Zuma’ album. The one with all the scratchy 
drawings on the cover. I’ve been rolling that song over in my 
head since the first mileage sign to Cortez. I was trying to 
remember the ending. It goes from being a song about 
Cortez the killer to being a song about a girl Neil Young is in 
love with, or can’t find, or something. Or maybe that girl
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can’t find him. I don’t remember."
Walker is reaching for the directory that hangs beneath 
the pay phone.
"Let’s just pick a motel, Walker," says Jolene. "Forget 
about calling. None looked that crowded and I’m too tired to 
care, really. Just pick one out of the blue."
Jolene feels a tired ache in her shoulders and neck and 
wants to be in a bed somewhere, asleep. Her face feels 
warm.
They pull back onto the strip and wade slowly past the 
motels trying to remember one from the next. He steers the 
car, instead, into the lot of an Indian jewelry store which is 
still open. For days they’ve been stopping at places like this 
one, searching for a turquoise ring for her.
"We’ll just try this place," says Walker.
"It’s okay. We can look tomorrow."
"Let’s just try," he says.
The store is wide, with high ceilings, and brightly lit by 
bare fluorescent bulbs. Walker and Jolene wander past 
cases jammed with Indian jewelry: silver and turquoise rings, 
bracelets, necklaces, belt buckles, and bolo ties. There are 
sand paintings, bleached steer skulls, and Ute Indian pottery 
with painted scenes of lightning storms. There’s too much to 
look over, so Walker and Jolene head back to the car after a 
quick look around.
"I’m too tired to even look for a hotel," Jolene says. She 
buries herself in her side of the car, lays back with her head 
toward the window, and watches her breath form soft clouds 
against the glass.
"’And I know she’s living there,’" Walker speaks low.
"’And she loves me to this day. I still can’t remember where 
or how I lost my way.’"
She turns her head toward him.
"Nothing," he says. "Just the ending to that song."
Walker pulls the car off at a motel with a pulsating 
vacancy sign and he and Jolene ask for a room with a view 
of the mountains. They all face that way, they’re told and are 
handed a key as Walker signs the register.
The motel room is rinsed in a green glow that shimmers 
off of the neon cactus from the Taco Time across the street.
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The floors are yellow tile, and crocheted wall hangings adorn 
the walls. A huge television, held in place by chains that run 
through the ceiling, consumes a corner of the room.
The room’s view captures part of the San Juan range.
It’s hard to tell exactly where the mountains begin and end, 
and most of the view consists instead of scattered refuse 
collected in a field. There’s an overturned washing machine, 
balled up scrap metal, and an old Chevy Impala. But 
beyond all that, beyond the cluttered field, they can see the 
dark curve of the mountains.
*  *  *
Sometimes he wishes he could talk to her about losing 
his brother. Everything swells up inside and bursts inward 
when he tries. Jolene lost her father three years earlier, just 
after she and Walker met. Walker watched while it 
happened. Watched her sadness turn inward, too. But they 
hardly knew each other then. Their skin was softer to each 
other. He imagined that he was able to swoop down deep 
within her sorrow and carry some of it away, purely because 
of the newness of their love. Walker feels as if nothing can 
touch his sadness. A heavy stone resting in still water. 
Nothing can show him the way home, lift him toward warmth, 
toward light.
Like everything else lately, their summer road trip had 
consisted mostly of wanderings: Denver, Boulder, Grand 
Junction, Moab, and now Cortez. They hadn’t stayed long in 
any of these places. It had been habit for them, since early 
into their relationship, to take a road trip during summer.
The first year was northern Michigan, the next was Thunder 
Bay, and this year they flew out to Colorado to visit Walker’s 
father and his father’s new wife and then borrowed one of 
their cars and wandered. Wherever we go, we go, they said. 
So they wandered.
They were both aware of the silence of this trip, the 
restrained moves. Sometimes it got painful. Still they held 
hands. Still they made love. And still they drove on, silently 
observing the worn and stoic terrain of the Southwest as it 
stretched out across the windshield and shaved away in 
layers.
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They wrote out postcards. Hers say, "Hi, Monica. In 
southern Colorado now. Strange hotels ever since we left. 
One had a pre-birth of Christ wallpaper motif. Explain later."; 
"Miss you, Ali. It’s late. We’re in Cortez. Beautiful drive. 
Lovely terrain. Taking plenty of pictures. It’s hot."; and "Mom 
-  be home soon. Everything’s fine." His say, "D.W. -  Jolene 
and I have kidnapped an American baby and are heading to 
Mexico to exchange it for pesos and some of those crazy 
blankets you can get so cheap there. Maybe a statue of a 
guy in sombrero taking a siesta, too."; "Jim -- Quit calling my 
apartment. I’m in Colorado. Sober up."; and "Dad -  Went to 
Utah. Now in Cortez. Maybe New Mexico tomorrow. 
Something I have to talk to you about when we get back. 
Jolene says hi."
They are writing out postcards in silence while nibbling 
on Cheez-it crackers, the box they bought at an Amoco in 
Crescent Junction, Utah, and snacked from sporadically as 
they drove past the startling severe landscape of Arches 
National Park. There’s a movie on television, now, with 
Rosanna Arquette who’s an actress Walker has fallen in love 
with, but Jolene notices that he isn’t watching. The air 
conditioner drowns out the sound anyway. Jolene listens to 
it whir. She puts the postcards away and just listens.
"I’m falling asleep again. Can we forget about dinner?"
"Sure. We’ll have two breakfasts tomorrow."
"What time is it?" she asks.
"Can’t be late. News hasn’t come on yet. Must still be 
early, Cortez time."
Jolene washes her face in the bathroom with apricot 
soap she’s brought from home. It’s a grainy soap that she 
works into her pores and then rinses over and over again. 
She removes her contact lenses, washes them, and then she 
swallows her pill. She thinks about taking a bath but she’s 
tired enough as it is.
Jolene tugs at her suitcase, removes a small, blue jewelry 
box-the purple heart medal, and sets it near her bedside.
"Remind me not to forget this tomorrow morning," she 
says.
She strips to her Jocky briefs and climbs into bed. The
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sheets feel cool. And even though they are stiff and smell of 
Hi-Lex, she feels refreshed lying there between clean sheets. 
She feels as if she could sleep for days.
Walker never tells her about it, but sometimes when 
Jolene isn’t around, he’ll take the medal, the purple heart, in 
his hands and hold it until it’s warm. It’s the medal that her 
grandfather earned in the second world war, after his knee 
was destroyed by enemy mortar. The medal was passed 
down to Jolene’s father and, before he died, it was given to 
Jolene. That’s when she told Walker that she knew her 
father would die soon, when she was given the medal. Since 
then, she’s slept with it by her bedside.
Walker likes to hold the medal because it’s so much a 
part of her. It’s the part of her they won’t speak about. The 
quiet part. A quiet part. He also thinks about how the 
medal symbolizes bravery and injury, and, more than 
anything else, loss. Originally it signified loss of bone, and 
then of life, of a father’s life. She keeps her loss at her 
bedside, thinks Walker, guarding it, keeping it so. And 
mine’s deep down below, where no one can see it. Hers is 
more solid, like the medal. Mine’s something else: Shapes 
in darkness.
Jolene lies in bed and listens to the air conditioner as it 
burns; softly burns and sounds like whispers. "Listen to this, 
listen to this." It all comes by in a hush; something faded, 
alluring, "Listen to this."
She slips, then, on the strip of thin neon and the color 
goes broken: Shards of color; fast, loud, flowing glass of 
color. She’s near the door; leans into the frame; pushes the 
color, and the dust picks up outside. She thinks she should 
find him because it’s growing late.
She watches the stream of cars from the doorway, across 
the interstate: The red tail lights; a field of fire. She feels 
that she and Walker should go now, fast now, but he’s still 
not there.
"Darling," she tries but the wind scatters her voice.
He’s standing there, by the auto yard again; the broken 
down cars. He is wading through the metal. He’s slow
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about it. There are all these cars, and she comes toward 
him: Something pulling now.
"Are you going with me?" she says and the words fall 
away. He is watching her. Maybe he smiles, she can’t tell. 
It’s something he does with his face.
"I’m going to stand here and watch," he says. A wind 
pulls. "Watch the rust until it bleeds through and finds its 
way to the soil. Watch it until it sleeps."
All around them there is sound.
Joiene hears the door and sees his form in the frame. 
The room is dark. Walker shuts the door softly behind him.
She feels as though she had only been asleep for a 
moment. The television is still soundlessly glowing: Gray 
static illuminating the walls.
"Where did you go?" she asks him.
He is holding a paper bag at his side. He hands it to 
her and she removes the bottle of tequila.
"The terrain reminded them about it," says Walker. "The 
doggies had cried about it, and the posse had eyed it, stole 
it, and lost the contents of it, along with a few hundred brain 
cells along the way. And still they felt worse. They had all 
agreed that they felt worse from the effort."
There he was, not making sense again, she thinks, 
smiling. There he was speaking in tongues. For a moment 
she imagines it was him, the old him, before things changed. 
She watches his face and thinks about that. About how loss 
can change the shape, the lines in a face.
"I shouldn’t have woken you," he says. "I should have tip 
toed past the guard. Shhhh. Go back to sleep."
"It’s okay," Joiene says. "You want to stay up and drink, 
we can."
"I drove down to that jewelry store and told the woman 
that she had too many items, too full a store. Told her that’s 
why she didn’t sell anything. Your eyes get tired looking at 
all that jewelry. I told her to box the lot of it up, display 
merely a dozen pieces and price them each six times as 
high. She would double her sales. I told her to pick out a 
ring for you, to put it on a shelf all by itself and we’d be by 
tomorrow."
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She is laughing. "You didn’t, really."
"I did that. You don’t believe I did that?"
"Not even close."
"Or maybe I just went straight to the liquor store and 
bought the first bottle of tequila that met my eyes. I don’t 
remember. Either way, it was a remarkable night. Look at 
that." He holds the bottle up near the blue haze of the 
television screen. "Look at the way the light bends through."
"It’ll bend your mind some, too, darling," she says.
"That’s the point, I guess. Strain it past the vortex 
webbing of the brain, blurring distance up into the farther 
reaches of consciousness."
"Unconsciousness," she corrects.
"To be or not to be." He rubs his hands in circles on her 
stomach. "Ahh, there’s the rub."
She laughs again and grabs his hand. "I miss you, 
sometimes," she says. "Sometimes."
Walker squints. "Miss me?"
"Yes."
"When?"
"When we’re away. Wherever we are when we’re not 
together."
"We’re mostly together."
"Not actually," she says and there’s silence.
"You sleep," he says. "I’m going to watch the moon."
"Let me come," she says. She pulls away the sheets.
"For a while, anyway."
Walker notices that Jolene is watching her reflection glide 
by the row of motel windows as he carries her past’ and she 
tells him that it fills her with a sense of freedom: Watching 
her near naked body pass through these windows where 
strangers lie sleeping. Walker carries her in his arms to keep 
her from stepping on broken glass or rusted metal. They 
move past scattered cans, a bicycle frame, mattress springs, 
and a rusted out Kenmore washing machine. When they 
come to the Chevy Impala, Walker sets Jolene on the hood 
and checks the interior. It looks pretty clean.
"It’ll be like being at the drive-in movies in a stolen car," 
he says.
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They sit close in the front seat and watch the dark, sharp 
silhouette of the San Juans. The moon is directly above 
them, dipping into the windshield. All around them the 
sounds of night flow like running water.
They drink the tequila. Walker likes the way it feels on 
his lips, and the way it singes his throat just barely. He feels 
it glide into his stomach. He and Jolene are silent. The 
warm wind sifts through the open windows.
"You don’t suppose that radio works, do you?" she asks.
"This car doesn’t even have an engine, probably," he 
answers. "It’s been gutted. Probably it’s been sitting this 
way for years."
He wonders if he’ll want to come back in the morning to 
photograph the car. He wonders about the contrast, if it’s as 
sharp as the wreck yard they stopped at earlier: All that 
broken down metal surrounded by nearly untouched beauty.
He’s been taking plenty of photos on this trip, stopping 
the car intermittently to see how something looks through the 
Nikon lens. He’ll study several angles and either shoot film 
or wander away. He’s been shooting black and white only, 
high speed, lots of grain. And always he looks for plenty of 
shadow.
They watch the moon slowly sink across the cracked 
windshield, tugging slight clouds across the fragmented glass 
on its descent. Walker holds the bottle of tequila under his 
leather jacket, against his chest, and tries to describe to 
Jolene the cover of a Paul McCartney album, but she can’t 
picture it.
"He wore this scruffy beard, and I’m certain that Linda 
took the photograph. He had his child tucked, just like this, 
tucked like this bottle beneath his leather jacket. This tiny, 
furry, little head poking out. You don’t remember?"
"Not really."
"When I saw that photo, I’m like fifteen, and I remember 
thinking, yeah, I want to have children like that. Children I 
can cradle in my leather jacket paunch. Small, warm, soft 
packages with little voices, open eyes, and tiny hands. I 
want one of those, too."
"Will you ever feel that way, again?" she asks
Walker takes the bottle in his hands. "You mean replace
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this docile tequila baby with one that owns demands? 
Wouldn’t that be a sightless barter on my part?"
"You don’t want that, ever?"
"Not ever," he says. "The way things feel now, not ever."
Jolene lays her head down on Walker’s lap. "I still think 
about them. About what our children would look like if we 
ever had them," she says. "They’d probably be dark and 
quiet. Full of joy and energy around the right people. 
Probably they would have beautiful voices. I keep thinking 
that. I have no idea why."
Walker continues to see the image of his brother as a 
child. Remembers the blue eyes, the soft hair, the long 
eyelashes, and the feel of his hands on Walker’s shoulders. 
He remembers his brother’s face, frozen in time: A wide 
smile, the wrinkled nose. He imagines the soft image of 
black and white photographs of that face. It holds still, the 
image. It keeps holding still. He remembers how his brother 
would always be running: Fast across the lawn of their 
home on Midway Parkway, fast up the front steps, and 
through the door that slammed like thunder. But when 
Walker concentrates on that moving image, the image of his 
brother running, he loses it in a blur.
"There’s all this other stuff to consider first," Walker says. 
"Before we’re ready for children. There’s your purple heart. 
There’s mine that’s blue. And there’s all that stretches in 
between."
They are both still. In the distance, a train whistle 
sounds sporadically, and a low humming thunder of the train 
moving down the distant rails.
"You’ll let go," Jolene says. Her voice is soft, as if she’s 
afraid that it’ll be the wrong thing to say. "Not mostly, 
darling, but enough. You’ll let go enough to be without him. 
You’ll see. You will."
Walker leans over and kisses her temple. Her face is 
moist. He draws his finger across her tears and kisses her 
again.
"That’s not it," says Walker. "That’s not just it. I only 
wish it was, but it’s not."
He walks from the car, out into the field toward the dark 
wall of mountains. The wind pulls at his shirt and he walks
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into the breeze, closing his eyes, as it cools his face dry. He 
can still hear the sound of the distant train.
Walker comes to an abandoned refrigerator and pries it 
open. He rests the bottle of tequila on the shelf and closes 
the door. He leans up against the refrigerator and looks up 
at the stars and at the mountains and wishes that he was 
somewhere in between.
After a while he hears Jolene’s voice and sees the outline 
of her form moving slowly towards him, her darkened, naked 
form. She holds her arms tightly across her chest and waits.
"It’s colder, now," she says. "Could we go back inside?"
And she waits for the answer, as if he might be ready.
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The Indian Lawyer
by James Welch
W.W. Norton and Co., 1990
Reviewed by Cindy Linse
James Welch, author of Winter in the Blood, The Death of 
Jim Loney, and Fools Crow, has once again chosen a 
contemporary Native American loner, a "man without a 
country," to figure as protagonist in his latest novel, The 
Indian Lawyer. But unlike the protagonists of his other 
novels, Sylvester Yellow Calf (the Indian lawyer) doesn’t seem 
to be doing battle with the ways of the whiteman’s world; in 
fact, Yellow Calf, while not quite at home in the influential 
world of Helena law firms and power-broker’s cocktail parties, 
moves at ease in these settings, perhaps with more ease 
than he moves through the world of the Blackfeet people at 
Browning. This former basketball star with a law degree from 
Stanford is coolly detached from his colleagues, the women 
in his life and the grandparents in Browning who raised him 
after his own parents abandoned him before he could even 
develop a clear memory of them.
At least this is the Yellow Calf we are shown in the 
beginning of the novel. But as things heat up, Sylvester 
Yellow Calf undergoes subtle changes, home-comings both 
spiritual and physical, and unexpected flashes of self- 
awareness.
Welch gives Yellow Calf a directly antithetical antagonist 
in the character of Jack Harwood, convicted felon and thief- 
for-the-thrill-of-it. Whereas Yellow Calf has risen from poverty 
and adversity, Harwood has fallen from every kind of 
advantage a white, middle-class upbringing has to offer. And 
Welch describes, both beautifully and believably, the worlds 
in which they operate. Harwood seems to have learned the 
ropes of prison life with as much ease as Yellow Calf has 
mastered the strings of white, male politics. But Welch 
quickly moves beyond these illusions to show that, whatever 
the environment, it is never quite under control. While 
Harwood gropes his way through the abysmal gloom of 
prison (coming before the parole board on which Yellow Calf
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serves), he tumbles into trouble when he’s refused parole 
and concocts a wild blackmail scheme that involves his wife, 
Patti Anne, as bait and a couple of ex-cons with ideas of 
their own. Meanwhile, Yellow Calf, blinded by the brilliance of 
a political bid for Congress fabricated for him by the 
Democratic candidate-maker, Mr. Fabares, stumbles and 
bumps into the trouble Harwood has strung across his path.
This might seem to be a pretty clear-cut, bad-guy v. 
good-guy situation. In James Welch’s novel, things just 
aren’t so. Yellow Calf isn’t the kind of hero to ride into the 
fray on a gleaming white charger; Welch is honest about his 
protagonist’s weaknesses and detachment. In the same way, 
Harwood isn’t a standard Hollywood Black Hat, either. Welch 
imbues the convict with compassion and despair. And 
Welch, adept writer that he is, knows when to give the plot a 
good twist, when to throw in two more really "bad guys" to 
represent the evil of unpredictability. And, even though these 
two guys play a lot harder and faster than Harwood 
expected, we come to recognize, twist again, that they are as 
much the dupes of circumstance as Yellow Calf. We 
recognize them as victims because Welch has adroitly moved 
the battlefield from the forces of environment, through the 
forces of human opponents, to the final showdown within the 
self.
Throughout the novel, Yellow Calf has been warily circling 
himself, feinting and courting himself, testing his integrity as 
both man and Indian, and it is when he finally grapples and 
locks with himself that he not only discovers his humanity 
and the Indian heritage he can no longer afford to ignore, 
but he achieves a sort of triumph over all the circumstances 
that others have threaded through his life. It is in recapturing 
himself that Yellow Calf becomes the "new warrior" Lena Old 
Horn, his high school counselor and first love, had 
encouraged him to be.
Without giving away too much, I wondered why I found 
the ending so satisfactory; was I harboring some racist desire 
to withhold white power structures from Yellow Calf? I don’t 
think so. No. I think what I find satisfying in Sylvester Yellow 
Calf’s personal triumph is just the fact that it refuses to 
validate white power structures. Sylvester Yellow Calf may
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not have won the brass ring held out to him by the white 
power-brokers, but he has won back something much more 
valuable: himself. As in previous novels by James Welch, it 
is the return to tribal values and traditional power structures 
that saves the contemporary Native American. And I guess 
I’m a little like Jack Harwood; my string-pulling power-plays in 
the whiteman’s game always seem to get away from me. I 
like to dream that there are alternatives, ways to escape the 
whole, tangled mess, and people like Yellow Calf who are 
brave and visionary enough to make the break. In this way, 
Yellow Calf is successful in The Indian Lawyer; he has 
counted coup on white power structures.
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Silent Seasons 
by Russel Chatham
Clark City Press, Livingston, Montana, 1988 
Reviewed by Allen Morris Jones
Somewhere in the first pages of Russell Chatham’s 
collection, Silent Seasons, Thomas McGuane writes, "You 
can’t say enough about fishing." The book then proceeds to 
very adequately prove his point.
Silent Seasons is a compilation of stories about fishing, 
written by fishermen, for those of us who appreciate good 
writing. It is much, much more. It is a series of stories so 
artistic and full of emotion that they instantly transcend any 
negativism associated with the ’outdoor writing’ genre.
Fishing just happens to be the clear thread tying these 
stories together.
Chatham’s introduction tells us something about each of 
the writers. The list is like a Who’s Who of outdoor literature: 
Thomas McGuane, William Hjortsberg, Jack Curtis, Harmon 
Henkin, Charles Waterman, Jim Harrison, and Chatham 
himself. Although Chatham’s name, when mentioned in 
voguish circles over cocktails and Vienna sausages, is more 
likely to be associated with painting than writing, it is 
pleasant to find that he is as talented on the page as he is 
on the canvas.
McGuane and Harrison, the celebrities of the collection, 
strut their stuff unashamedly, but because of the sheer talent 
between the covers of Silent Seasons, they never manage to 
outshine. McGuane gives us three stories that are 
unmistakable in their narrative style, his voice an inky 
thumbprint across the page. At one point is Casting on a 
Sea of Memories, he writes:
The ocean swells and flattens, stripes itself abstractly 
with foam and changes color under the clouds. 
Sometimes a dense flock of gulls hangs overhead 
and their snowy shadows sink into the green
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translucent sea.
What else can you say?
The first McGuane story is an account of fly-fishing for 
permit in the Florida Keys. The second, a series of personal 
memories meshed inextricably with fishing. The last, a 
description of McGuane’s experience at the San Francisco 
Fly Casting Club. And they are much more.
William Hjortsberg follows with three shorter pieces, after 
shamelessly admitting that he writes fishing stories for the 
money. This dry wit, so characteristic of Hjortsberg, rises 
everywhere. In these pages we not only learn that Dan 
Baily’s fly shop in Livingston actually sells night crawlers, but 
we’re told of a throwback to a Japanese horror movie living 
in the lower Yellowstone and Missouri rivers.
As we read the stories by Jack Curtis, we catch 
ourselves wondering why we’ve not heard of this guy before. 
Where McGuane is a smear of caviar and a snifter of brandy, 
Curtis gives us meat and potatoes and a mug of milk. Just 
as essential to survival, but a little less frilly. The best two of 
his three stories describe a child’s relationship with a 
footloose uncle, and a dyslexic child’s summer spent with his 
grandfather. These stories bring us into their worlds so 
quickly that we at first think them shallow. But the depth is 
there, one has only to look. If you watch, poetry sifts 
through Curtis’s work in subtle degrees of gray. He writes:
Smoke from a pine-knot campfire drifts over the 
crystal lighted chandeliers overhead, fish and moth 
are still, silver buckets icing champagne, a ripple 
under the dock, the conductor holds cosmos, 
balances time on his baton....
What else can you say?
Harmon Henkin titles his stories so we know what they’re 
about. Swapping, Whitefish, and New Breed are what he 
gives us. We are told in Chatham’s introduction that a car 
accident killed Henkin in 1979. After we’re done reading 
these stories, we feel betrayed. Betrayed that this man had 
to die without filling our bookshelves.
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Like Chatham infers in his introduction, Charles Waterman 
is a gentleman. And this sense of the gentlemanly pervades 
through all aspects of his writing. From his first story, Ozarks 
and Time Passing where he describes fishing for bass in the 
Ozarks, to Reel Cliques and Stiff Leaders where he pokes 
gentle fun at the exclusiveness of fly-fishing, Waterman 
delivers on enough words to keep us reading and rereading 
for days. There is a guiltlessness involved in his writing, 
though not an innocence. He captures the realism of his 
subjects while accentuating them enough to make us smile. 
He tells us that trout fishermen describe their prey as a 
"gleaming shard of crimson and silver," while bass fishermen 
say they "hunt hawgs" and hope they can "gouge some of 
them big ole sows." There is not enough of this kind of 
writing. After reading these stories you want to meet this 
man, you want to sit across the campfire from him and listen 
to him talk about anything. You want to read more.
From Waterman we go to Jim Harrison. For readers of 
outdoor literature, this is like being a child and running from 
one candy store to the next, fists sticky and teeth rotting 
wonderfully. The sweetest of Harrison’s stories is a piece 
called, The Sporting Life. His two other works, A Plaster Trout 
in Worm Heaven and Ice Fishing, the Moronic Sport, give us 
vintage Harrison and reading of the highest quality, but with 
The Sporting Life he outdoes himself. In these pages he 
writes an autobiographical account of his ’sporting life,’ from 
childhood experiences sneaking around in the dark with a 
machete, to fly-fishing for tarpon while tripping on psilocybin.
This work is also a series of insightful reflections into his 
personal life. There are few better ways to spend an 
afternoon than reading this story, again and again. In one 
passage toward the end of the piece, he writes:
It is finally a mystery what keeps you so profoundly 
interested over so many years. The sum is far more 
than simply adding those separate parts. In the 
restorative quality there is the idea that as humans 
we get our power from the beauty we love most.
And the sheer, unremittant physicality makes you lose 
for a while those fuzzy interior quarrels your head is
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addicted to.
What else can you say?
Silent Seasons ends with Chatham’s obligatory three 
chapters. Although it is perhaps inappropriate to draw 
comparisons between the two art forms Chatham has chosen 
as emotional outlets, a comparison is nevertheless inevitable. 
In both mediums, art and writing, Chatham draws us into his 
work easily: His mood grabs us and shakes us despite its 
calm grace. We leave feeling changed.
Each story has its moments. In Summer, and Other Small 
Things, he writes, "We learned that seldom will a look of 
astonishment keep a canoe out of the underbrush." And 
then later says, "The driver threw a beer can out onto the 
highway, the guy on my side flipped his cigarette butt at me 
and they fishtailed away. At the top of second gear...they 
took out a guardrail and went into the river. I wondered if 
they killed any bass."
I find that neat.
His second story, Sterling Silver, is an insightful glimpse 
into tarpon fishing. The final work, Seasons Then and Now, 
tells us of fishing for steelhead on California’s Gualala River. 
Both are beautiful.
The last paragraph of Seasons Then and Now reads:
For me, this is a gallery of spirits, though now they 
are iess real than ever before. I look at the river 
steadily for perhaps a full minute and my mind 
expands that sixty seconds into a century, a 
millennium. In my limited way of sensing things, I feel 
this will go on forever.
Nothing about the stories given to us in Silent Seasons is 
terribly risky or dangerous. We walk no precipices. We float 
through no rapids. But precipices and rapids are not 
expected. We are given what we are promised: wonderful 
stories by wonderful writers, writing about something they 
love. We don’t know how to fish when we are done, but 
perhaps we’ve taken a piece of these men away with us. 
Pieces have surely been offered.
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Grootka 
by Jon A. Jackson 
Foul Play Press, 1990
Reviewed by David Curran
Grootka is the name of the retired homicide detective 
who was Detective Sergeant "Fang" Mulheisen’s 
mentor/tormentor. He pops back into Mulheisen’s life when, 
after visiting the abandoned vehicle officer on his rounds, he 
discovered the dead body of one of his old informants in an 
abandoned vehicle’s trunk. Grootka seeks the busy 
Mulheisen out because Grootka supposes there is more to 
the crime than he can let just anyone know: a connection to 
a thirty-year-old sex killing where Grootka acted ethically but 
illegally.
Mulheisen may be one of the most carefully crafted, 
realistic characters in detective fiction. Combined with an 
unpredictable plot that sucks in and turns the reader every- 
which-way like a babe in an undertow, this is detective fiction 
as literature.
Jon Jackson has said, however, that any story can be 
made better. Grootka does have a few minor flaws, and one 
important one. For example, I recommend you don’t read 
the "Night of the Hawk" preface. If the narrator had 
presented a report by one of the skid-row bums who saw the 
event it would not be as distracting. As this introductory 
section is written, however, the narrator of the book, who is 
normally omniscient, becomes limited. Unfortunately, this 
limited-narrator opening had me expecting a Stephen-King- 
cliche-type villain, an expectation I couldn’t escape until near 
the end of the novel, despite the fact that Jackson actually 
did a fine job of characterizing all his people throughout the 
rest of the novel.
Jackson provides some of the finest prose about the 
experience of computers I’ve seen:
He had a sudden vision of the thin walls of his many
programs melting, like the walls of cells, allowing all
the players, even the eliminated ones, to slip and
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slide, oozing through the filmy walls to pollute and 
corrupt other programs.
But in one section he has one character, who happens to be 
drunk, play a game with the computer that’s just too 
incomprehensible a game for the reader to get into:
DO YOU WISH TO COMPLETE ROSTER AND 
STATUS OF PLAYERS? IF YES, PRESS CTRL-X, 
GTRL-STAT. WHEN MENU APPEARS INDICATE 
PERIOD: E.G., PREVIOUS EPISODE, PREVIOUS 5 
EPISODES, ENTIRE HISTORY, ETC.
We don’t know if this character is playing a game with the 
computer or is working up to a game he intends to play with 
real people. Rules are mentioned, but not requested 
because the player obviously knows them. I didn’t have a 
clue as to what was going on, or why I should care. 
Fortunately, this only goes on for a page and a half.
In literature, in one way or another, the reader is allowed 
into the minds of the important characters. We do get deep 
insight into Jackson’s characters in Grootka. There is one 
important person, however, whom we do get to hear a lot 
from, but whose side of the story we don’t get to completely 
hear. This is difficult to discuss without revealing too much. 
But, after the surprises have unfolded, I wanted to know what 
story this person told himself/herself about all the events that 
lead to the novel’s conclusion. Not having this self-account, I 
see, as being the novel’s greatest flaw. Don’t misunderstand, 
the novel isn’t bad without it; it is just that the novel could 
have been even better than it is.
In any event this was great reading, and I look forward to 
Jackson’s next novel.
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A Sympathy of Souls 
by Albert Goldbarth
Coffee House Press, Minneapolis, 1990 
Reviewed by Cindy Linse
Missoula winters bring snowflakes that waft in large 
clumps to an earth insulated in cold, the kind of cold that lets 
you know you’re wrapped and bound in it until spring. It’s 
the sort of season that lends itself well to long ruminations 
over Irish Coffee or hot chocolate beside the woodstove; it’s 
the perfect season for Albert Goldbarth’s A Sympathy of 
Souls.
The essays in this fine collection are put together like 
collages, scattered bits torn from somewhere else that seem 
to have nothing in common beyond their physical proximity, a 
subtle deception that tricks the mind and draws the reader 
into making a few connections of her own. Forgivable 
chicanery since Goldbarth, like a master magician, always 
leads the reader to see things in a new way. On occasion, 
this recontextualizing may seem a bit frenetic, overwhelming. 
Perhaps you will read these essays as I did, slowly, in 
pieces, a small bit at a time to allow my own mind grazing 
rights along the unmapped lines of connection.
This is the true genius of Goldbarth’s stream-of- 
consciousness style; he leaves enough room between images 
and impressions for the reader’s own consciousness to 
operate. Somewhere between the mythical, Jewish Baal 
Shem Tov, Mircea Eliade’s Serpent’s belly and Disney’s 
Pinocchio I was swallowed into the convoluted snake of my 
own cerebellum to enjoy the rebirth of a few of my own 
memories and thoughts, and they didn’t look the same this 
time around.
Goldbarth ranges over vast arrays of topics, from 
mythologies of all kinds to personal tragedies, from the 
minute moments of history (he writes beautiful passages on 
Marie Curie and the dancer, Loie Fuller) to the greater 
problems facing our society, piercing through them all with 
irresistible imagination. In the essay entitled, "Wind-up Sushi," 
he creates a character, Jocko, the toy god, to tell the
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anonymous tale of an abused young girl spanking her dolls, 
then promptly launches into a discussion of the cave 
paintings at Lascaux, all of this wrapped in the reminiscences 
generated by Elsie the Cow purchased at a Toy Show in 
Topeka, Kansas. Maybe this list of topics seems somewhat 
schizophrenic to you, but the writing is so beautiful that I 
couldn’t help but be an involved reader. I open the book to 
a random page and quote Goldbarth. He writes of his niece, 
Lindsay, drawing with crayons at two-and-one-half years of 
ag6:
She can’t even do a circle and lines for the sun yet, I 
think, she’s so small. The wind could knock her over. 
Certainly angry words could knock her over, open 
furrows in her brain that won’t heal for decades.
So I, involved reader, absorb Jocko the toy god’s 
monologue and remember a certain doll from my own 
childhood. My mother named her Gretchen. She had a 
body made of small-check, blue gingham, a plastic face with 
freckles and only a fringe of bright yellow yarn for hair. 
Gretchen was plain, homely, and always the naughty one of 
my many fabricated children.
But I read on, involved, about the caves of Lascaux and 
remember my own trip to France, the museum of natural 
history in a small village, Avallon, the way every French 
woman seemed to know innately how to dress herself as 
aesthetically pleasing as possible, how thin she was in the 
midst of the world’s best cuisine. You see, I’m beginning to 
understand why Gretchen always got the spanking rather 
than Suzy with her sculpted plastic perfection and headfull of 
auburn curls. I’m beginning to draw lines-to a friend of mine 
so obsessed with looking trim (we all have a friend like this) 
that she feels unable to relinquish her predilection for cocaine 
because it makes her forget to eat. And now I desperately 
want to go back, find Gretchen in a box somewhere in an 
attic, and hold her close the way I never did as a child. I 
want to find her so bad I’m crying. And I realize it isn’t 
Gretchen I’m searching for; I’m crying over someone who 
can’t be found so easily in a box in an attic, a plain little girl
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who exists only in my heart.
Of course, this isn’t where Goldbarth ends up when he 
writes out Jocko’s monologues, the cave paintings, the Toy 
Show in Topeka. It’s not where you will end up when you 
read them. But I get the impression that Albert Goldbarth 
would understand, and maybe you will too. It’s like paint-by- 
numbers: sooner or later, even if only by "accident," we fill in 
the blank numbered spaces with a color of our own 
choosing. What lies between the dark, to-well-defined objects 
of our reality is light, the light to see by, differently. As 
Goldbarth writes:
Light doesn’t die; we can call it up. It’s the 
commonest scientific wisdom of twentieth-century 
poems, repeated in hyperimaginative contexts like this 
one until it accumulates spiritual force: the past can 
be grabbed by its photoelectron lapels and dragged 
into immediacy.
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Goodwill Thrift Store, Missoula
It's hard to hate 
anybody when w e ’re 
all m aybe try ing 
on the shoes of the 
dead together, 
try ing on the ir slacks 
and reading the ir books.
So we are gentle 
to each other
when we reach for the same glass 
or same blanket.
Smile when we co llide 
between the broken couch 
and a stain on the sheet.
We pass, cool ghosts who feel 
the sleeves of jackets, 
the hems of dresses, and hold 
nylon stockings up to the light.
An old man tries on 
a dead so ld ier's coat. It w eighs 
him down, he bends as though 
he were carry ing the man on his back.
W hen he opens his narrow pocketbook 
a moth flies up.
We find blouses for our mothers 
we never sent.
A past we never knew. W hite bowls 
that fit inside each other.
Som eone e lse ’s babies.
Painstakingly em bro idered pillowcases.
Empty jars. Proof of happ ier lives.
W hen I walk past the rack 
of dark wool suits 
I smell a human musk 
like an animal would.
I get a sense of a man,
of my long-dead grandfather,
and am filled  with love
for the suits, love
for the man ho ld ing
the doub le  boiler,
love for the teen-aged girl
w ith barefeet, sucking the ends
or her hair and w atch ing
the clock, love
for the lonesom e one
that the shoes
will surely
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